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Abstract 
 
The shift away from an exogenous or ‘top-down’ approach towards an endogenous 

or ‘bottom-up’ approach to theatre for development practice in contemporary 

development discourse has necessitated a search for a people-centred aesthetic 

paradigm. The ‘endogenisation’ of theatre for development recognises that processes 

of empowerment and transformation are internal to the mechanisms of social 

structures and cannot be entirely dependent on external social intervention. This 

study explored manifestations of play as a people-based aesthetic discourse in 

African theatre for development. The study was based on a view of play as a cultural 

phenomenon that was being applied for development communication in African 

popular theatre. The ethnography of performance was adopted as a suitable 

methodological framework for investigating play as an artistic medium with close 

links to the people’s lived experience. The study made use of illustrations selected 

from theatre for development workshops carried out in Zimbabwe with comparisons 

drawn from other developing countries in Africa and beyond.  

 

Following the views of play theorists like Johan Huizinga (1955), Hans-Georg 

Gadamer (1975), Gregory Bateson (1976), Victor Turner (1983), Don Handelman 

(1990) and Brian Sutton-Smith (2002), the study examined how theatre for 

development practice can be framed by play as a popular discursive strategy. Play 

allows the co-players or participants to engage in spontaneous activity thereby 

allowing them room to articulate their own point of view. By selecting situations 

from real life, participants construct a fictional narrative giving form to imagination. 

The resulting performance creates a performer-audience encounter that is both real 

and not real. The mimetic action must be seen as ‘revising’ rather than ‘copying’ 

from the existing situation. It creates new frames of existence or ‘restored 

behaviours’ that act as rehearsals for action. The whole playing process is 

experienced as a metaxis of seemingly irreconciliable opposites – the real and the 

fictional. Yet it is precisely this metaxic encounter facilitated through play that 

creates possibilities for a real encounter with development. Such transformation may 

occur either simultaneously within play itself or subsequent to it. Thus the play frame 

affords the co-players an aesthetic space upon which they can experiment with ways 

and means of altering the prevailing challenges of existence. 
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Theatre for development creates space for participants to assess their needs and 

fashion their priorities with a view to change their unfavourable circumstances. The 

fun or joy associated with play wields the power to absorb and move the players to 

another state of being. Once they have attained the sense of freedom created within 

the play frame, participants feel liberated from the fears, constraints and obligations 

of ordinary reality. The consequences of their actions are minimized as their actions 

are camouflaged within the paradox of play. In this study, I examined how play 

discourse enabled popular theatre practitioners and participants to address quite 

sensitive issues without threatening the social structure. The ordering and shaping of 

play through workshops became a way of making ‘something’ come into being. The 

workshop performances acted as discursive frames for creating alternative realities 

for the participants. 

 

In short, the study attempted to come up with a conceptualisation of play as an 

aesthetic whose frames were situated within the people’s language of performance. It 

concludes that theatre for development practice could be made more effective by 

drawing its aesthetic paradigms from the people who are the subject and object of 

development. In this way, it becomes a people’s theatre that never ceases to 

‘develop’ but allows participants to ‘dream’ the impossible and perhaps make it 

come true.              
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CHAPTER 1 

 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Introduction 
Post-colonial Africa is witnessing the renaissance of a vibrant performance culture 

that had been suppressed during decades of colonialism and apartheid (see wa 

Thiong’o, 1986; Gunner, 1994; Kavanagh, 1997; Breitinger, 1994).  In its pre-

colonial context, this theatrical heritage was one of the primary means of articulating 

the African people’s memory, history, religion, morality and philosophy. The 

continued survival of this performance tradition not only attests to its resilient 

capacity to adapt to changing circumstances but also its intrinsic role in human 

pedagogy. 

  

In his seminal study on African oral poetics, Emmanuel Obiechina (1993) identifies a 

number of features responsible for the staying power of indigenous performance 

genres. They bear the stamp of the African people’s collective wisdom and 

communal approval when placed side by side with new ideas, values and practices. 

There is a tendency among African people to ‘return to the source’ of their 

indigenous poetics for more enduring forms, styles and techniques. The genres are 

also part of the people’s lived experience, and so point beyond the moment to acquire 

existential value.  More importantly, authority is bestowed upon these genres by an 

epistemological order in which knowledge is acquired and expressed through 

analogy, allusion, symbol and metaphor.  

 

Thus the African theatre tradition seems to draw upon the populist impulse for 

remembering, performing and celebrating culture. It therefore comes as no surprise 

that international, national and local development agencies, under the banner of 

Theatre for Development (TfD), have increasingly turned to these indigenous 

expressive modes in their relentless search for more effective communication 

models. However, most of the current studies on theatre for development in Africa 

do not seem to have examined the aesthetic nature of these indigenous theatre forms. 

The tendency has been to give more emphasis on the problems of the African 

 1



experience at the expense of the theatrical means by which that experience is 

articulated. My research was an attempt to fill that aesthetic gap by studying the 

processual elements of African theatre modes especially when applied to theatre for 

development practice.  

   

1.2  Rationale  
Several theorists and practitioners of Theatre for Development and its sub-categories 

such as community theatre, popular theatre, campaign theatre and agitprop theatre do 

acknowledge the indispensible role played by African theatre modes such as story-

telling, ritual, poetry, music, song and dance in the dissemination of development 

information (Kidd, 1983; Epskamp, 1989; Mlama, 1991a; Mda, 1993; Kerr, 1995; 

Mangeni, 2000a, 2000b; Odhiambo, 2001a, 2001b). In Penina Mlama’s words : 

The choice of the people’s own theatrical forms of communication 

improves the people’s willingness to express their views on development 

plans, something which radio, film, television or print have not yet 

effectively achieved (1991a:205).  

However, these theorists and practitioners do not seem to explain how these 

indigenous ‘theatrical forms’ act as effective media for human development. 

 

So far, theatre for development has evolved two major approaches to development. 

The first approach is based on an ‘outside-in’ or ‘top-down’ interventionist model 

that has been widely criticised for imposing development initiatives that are ‘foreign’ 

to target communities (Kidd, 1983; Mody, 1991; Mda, 1993; Epskamp, 1989). In this 

exogenous approach, the decisions made from outside the community in question 

have been found to be largely ineffective in changing established attitudes, beliefs 

and practices. The target community feels as if the externally driven development 

initiative is being imposed upon them. Thus as a development strategy, the ‘outside-

in’ model tends to underestimate the target group’s ability to shape their own destiny. 

As the ‘receiver’, the community may get the messages from the ‘sender’, but 

without the necessary commitment, since they remain passive, uninterested and 

unmotivated. In short, the exogenous approach has been discredited as a form of 

manipulative propaganda that lacks proper communication, reciprocity, dialogue and 
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feedback (see Kidd and Colletta, 1980; Kerr, 1995; Breitinger, 1994; Salhi, 1998; 

Ahmed, 2002; Prentki, 2003). 

 

Theatre for development practitioners are now advocating an ‘inside-out’ or ‘bottom-

up’ approach that allows more room for active community participation in 

development communication. This endogenous model recognises that processes of 

transformation are internal to the mechanisms of social structures and cannot 

necessarily be determined by external agents. In so far as it constitutes an internal 

process of dialogue, action, reflection and change, the endogenous approach has 

come to be characterised by a strong tendency to make use of indigenous forms of 

theatrical expression which have come to be popularly known as ‘folk media’ (see 

Kidd and Colletta, 1980; Epskamp, 1989; Srampickal, 1994; Kerr, 1985). These ‘folk 

media’ are not only popular channels of communication but also command a high 

degree of credibility, adaptability, participation and sustainability. As Epskamp 

elaborates : 

What makes folk media … preferable to modern means of 

(communicating) information is that they use the language and 

symbols of the people, that they invite an audience to participate, and 

open the way for immediate feedback, and, finally, that they are 

inexpensive (1989:162). 

But if ‘folk media’ are central to the target community’s active participation in 

decision-making, message design, production and consumption, what still remains 

unclear is how the folk media make such a dialogic process possible.                                  

 

The rationale of my research was to explore that which makes African theatre an 

effective medium for communicating cultural knowledge and development. My 

intention was to focus more on the process by which meaning is created than the end 

product. As drama educators have argued, what really lies at the heart of an artistic 

event is the process by which people ‘author’ meaning (O’Toole and Donelan, 1996; 

O’Toole and Lepp, 2000; Taylor,1997). The aesthetic experience lies in the 

happening more than in the result. The failure of some theatre for development 

programs has been attributed to their apparent tendency to privilege the product 

instead of the process that leads to the realisation of the final outcome (see Kidd, 

1983; Gunner, 1994; Okagbu, 1998). In Augusto Boal’s (1996:49) view, theatre is 
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not the subject, for instance the development programs, but it is the form – the way 

of ‘doing’ or ‘working out’ the subject. Hence through the agency of the aesthetic, 

alternative worlds are created which allow development communication to take 

place. My research was an attempt to explore the nature of the aesthetic by 

examining not only the ‘making’ or ‘doing’ of African theatre for development but 

also ‘how the doing is done’. I therefore explored two central research questions as 

follows : 

(a)  What is the nature of the aesthetic in indigenous African cultural   

        performance texts? 

(b)  How does the aesthetic manifest itself when applied to African 

theatre for development practice?   

 

1.3  Defining the Aesthetic 
‘Aesthetic’ is a rather slippery term that defies a clear-cut definition unless it is 

viewed in terms of a specific area of study. Even then, I would agree with Judith 

McLean when she points out that, “A helpful position from the outset is to accept 

that no single definition of what the term aesthetic means will suffice” (1996:9). In 

this study, I use the term ‘aesthetic’ from an African theatre point of view, in 

particular, African theatre for development. However, African theatre for 

development cannot be studied in isolation but draws ideas from other disciplines 

such as drama education, theatre anthropology and cultural semiotics.  

 

According to McLean, a working knowledge of the aesthetic within a learning 

context entails an understanding of what she calls, “aesthetic dimensions” (1996:11). 

In her aesthetic framework, McLean proposes such aesthetic dimensions as : (i) 

Forming; (ii) Presenting; (iii) Surrendering; (iv) Reflection; and (v) Perception. 

Within a classroom environment, these aesthetic dimensions constitute an art-making 

process that offers students the experience of ‘coming to another world’ and ‘a 

feeling of growing insight and mastery’. From another related angle, Anthony 

Jackson views the aesthetic as “an organic process of learning through the arts” 

(1999:53). Jackson regards the aesthetic journey as ‘organic’ because participants 

may not think of it as learning until the event is over. Focusing specifically on the 

aspect of aesthetic response, Penny Bundy explains that, “it offers people new ways 
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of seeing and understanding the world in which they operate” (2001:9). The aesthetic 

offers an alternative way of making sense of something which in real life people 

might not have been able to realize or understand. John O’Toole has defined the 

aesthetic succinctly as, “the art in the form” (1996:15). 

 

 An underlying thread in these drama educators’ views about the aesthetic is how 

people make sense of experience through artistic expression. The aesthetic occupies 

a potential space, a zone of possibilities where knowledge can be transformed. In 

John Dewey’s (1934/1980:214) view of the aesthetic experience, learning takes place 

in the transformation of experience into artistic expression. In a way, art mediates in 

the forming and structuring of experience. Artistic expression becomes an aesthetic 

way of communicating thoughts, feelings and actions that are linked to experience. 

Anna Ostern and Hannu Heikkinen (2001:112) assert that there is a sense of 

doubling, or dual mode of existence between the aesthetic and experience that creates 

possibilities for insight. Thus the aesthetic occupies an in-between space where the 

meaning of experience may be discovered, realised and understood.     

 

In the African theatrical tradition, for instance, artistic expression is a function of the 

people’s lived experience. Through the medium of song, dance, narrative, ritual, 

poetry or other cultural performance genres, people express or celebrate moments in 

their lives that make them what they are or what they want to be. Thus from an 

African theatre point of view, the aesthetic is rooted in the people’s culture as a 

language of performance. In this study, I adopted the Shona word mutambo whose 

English equivalent is ‘play’ to denote a form of human symbolic interaction 

performed for its own purposes and/or for the understanding of existence. I therefore 

applied the term ‘aesthetic’ to refer to play as a cultural phenomenon, with ‘culture’ 

viewed as a dynamic rather than static category. Following McLean’s (1996) notion 

of ‘aesthetic dimensions’, I also regarded the aesthetic as closely implicated in how 

participants in theatre for development explore, create, present, reflect and interpret 

their unfavourable circumstances with the possibility of taking action to transform 

those conditions.   

 

However, Steve Chimombo (1988:2) argues that no matter how locally based the 

aesthetic might be, it must be able to move towards the universal, to have other 
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features which are shared with other cultures different from its own. It needs to be 

dynamic enough to be able to incorporate new art forms. In my conceptual 

framework chapter, I used an interdisciplinary approach to examine some features of 

play as aesthetic, identified its cultural equivalent and the discursive frames through 

which it communicates meaning. As a culture-oriented approach that is geared 

towards transforming “the ‘oppressive’ conditions, situations and circumstances that 

hinder and militate against development” (Prentki, Noguiera and Odhiambo, 

2003:99), theatre for development, also called popular theatre, has tended to rely on 

the aesthetic as a means by which the marginalized make meaning out of their 

experiences of the world. Hence my view of the aesthetic was inclined towards how 

the marginalized express themselves in performance, and their capacity for adapting 

novel forms of dramatic expression.   

 

1.4  Area of Focus  
My research could not possibly cover the whole of Africa. I mainly focused on 

Zimbabwean popular theatre as an illustrative paradigm while drawing relevant 

examples from other African countries such as Botswana, Kenya, Zambia, Malawi 

and Cameroon. Apart from my personal interest in Zimbabwean popular theatre, the 

other reason for selecting Zimbabwe was that during the country’s protracted 

liberation struggle (1966-79), a strong revival of indigenous African theatre was 

witnessed. This brand of popular theatre, which became popularly known as pungwe 

(all night celebration), used indigenous modes of performance to conscientize people 

about the struggle. Pungwe theatre not only revitalised the traditional performing arts 

which had been undermined during the colonial era but also became a powerful 

forum for cultural expression, political mobilisation and community celebration. 

Indeed, it has been on this pungwe theatre model that the community theatre 

movement has tended to structure its activities (see Seda, 2001a, 2001b; Chifunyise, 

1994; Kidd, 1983). In the words of Ross Kidd : 

The pungwe is an ideal form for blending development 

communication, conscientization and community decision-making. 

…It is organised and controlled by the people themselves, and 

therefore lends itself to popular (participation) in the educational 

process (1983:12). 

 6



Thus the continued use of the people’s own ‘folk media’ in development 

communication makes Zimbabwe an appropriate choice for studying manifestations 

of the aesthetic in African theatre for development. 

 

1.5  Outline of Chapters 
I began with a general outline of the nature of African theatrical expression, the 

rationale for the study including the research questions and area of focus. I also 

attempted to give a definition of the term ‘aesthetic’ as it is applied in this study. 

Below, I give an outline of the contents of the other chapters in the study. 

 

Chapter 2 : This chapter reviews a selection of the literature on African theatre for 

development. I identify different schools of thought and examine their aesthetic 

premises. My intention for coming up with these schools of thought, for instance the 

Freirian School and the Folk Media School, was to see how they differ from my 

point of view regarding the aesthetic in African popular theatre.  

 

Chapter 3 : In this chapter, I attempt to formulate an interdisciplinary conceptual 

framework for play as a cultural phenomenon that is being adapted and applied in 

African theatre for development. I locate play within an indigenous cultural context 

before identifying its features and discursive frames. As far as possible, I make 

connections between play theory and its possible application as a medium of 

development communication in African popular theatre. 

 

Chapter 4 : This chapter provides the methodological framework for my study. I 

outline the reasons for my choice of the ethnography of performance as an 

appropriate method for collecting and analyzing data on theatre for development. My 

sources of data are outlined and discussed including the use of ‘thick description’ to 

examine ethnographic experiences that focus on “the key turning point moments in 

people’s lives” (Denzin, 1989:15) such as those encountered in theatre for 

development practice. 

 

Chapter 5 : This chapter focuses on two main paradigms that I regard as directly 

linked to contemporary development discourse, namely the economic development 
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approach and the cultural development approach. The understanding is that the 

choice of a particular popular theatre model is usually a function of the prevailing 

development paradigm. I also propose the idea of ‘popular aesthetic discourse’ to 

refer to play’s function as the people’s medium of communication in what has come 

to be called the cultural dimension of development. 

 

Chapter 6 : This chapter locates play within an indigenous African cultural 

performance context. My hypothesis is that an understanding of the aesthetic in its 

primary context provides the basis for understanding it when applied to other 

contexts such as theatre for development. I discuss a selection of cultural 

performance ‘texts’ such as children’s games, narrative performance, ritual 

ceremony, song, dance and masquerade to show how play is manifested in an 

indigenous development context. 

 

Chapter 7 : In this chapter, I discuss the background to African theatre for 

development as a movement engaged in the cultural dimension of development. In 

particular, I trace its origins in early popular theatre workshops such as Laedza 

Batanani in Botswana and Kamiriithu in Kenya during the 1970s and examine how 

they made use of play as a popular aesthetic discourse. The chapter also identifies the 

constellations of influence that created an impetus for the emergence of theatre for 

development in Zimbabwe.  

 

Chapter 8 : Following the transition to theatre for development in Chapter 7, this 

chapter proceeds to examine the manifestations of play in urban popular theatre in 

Zimbabwe. The work of the Zimbabwe Association of Community Theatre (ZACT) 

as an umbrella organization for popular theatre groups is discussed. The chapter 

mainly focuses on three performances by popular theatre groups in order to 

demonstrate the syncretic nature of play in an urban context. The understanding is 

that it is in the process of making and performing that play reveals its aesthetic nature 

and purpose.  

 

Chapter 9 : This chapter attempts to create a balance by examining rural popular 

theatre after discussing urban popular theatre in Chapter 8. The link between both 

urban and rural popular theatre is explored through an integrated development 
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framework. The chapter attempts to show how rural community theatre can 

contribute to sustainable development through partnership with ‘professional’ theatre 

activists, researchers, policy makers and other stakeholders. The role of play 

discourse in such ‘a dialogue of world-views’, including the relationship between 

‘acting locally’ and ‘thinking globally’ is explored. 

 

Chapter 10 : This chapter identifies some of the paradigms emerging from 

manifestations of play as aesthetic in African theatre for development. I discuss the 

implications of applying play as a discursive medium in theatre for development 

practice. The role of play in such emerging paradigms as ‘folk media’, ‘popular 

participation’, ‘integrated development’ and ‘intercultural theatre’ is analysed. The 

conclusion that play is not only ‘a mode of being’ (Gadamer, 1975) but also ‘the 

processual template’ (Schechner, 1993) responsible for the various paradigm shifts in 

theatre for development is suggested.   

 

Chapter 11 : This chapter concludes with a general summary of my findings on 

manifestations of play as an aesthetic discourse in African theatre for development. I 

also discuss the implications and possibilities arising from an understanding of play 

in popular theatre practice, in particular the relevance of such an understanding to 

different stakeholders such as theatre activists, target communities, development 

workers and donor organizations. I end by addressing the problems, limitations or 

shortcomings arising from the study.   
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1  Introduction 
Pradip Thomas (1996:213) has alluded to a ‘crisis of form’ in African theatre for 

development arising from the practitioners’ tendency to depart from the objective of 

making popular theatre a truly people-based counter-culture. David Kerr also makes 

a similar argument when he refers to the “guru-ization of Theatre for Development” 

(1991:72) arising from its limited capacity to radically challenge the prevailing 

national and international power structures. Again, Michael Etherton (1988:2) notes 

that the central problem of popular theatre concerns the nature of social change : by 

whom and for whom should it be? To tackle these problems, Etherton (1988) 

suggests that it is necessary to consider the means by which theatre for development 

transforms knowledge into action. 

 

In reviewing the published literature about African theatre for development, it is 

perhaps important to point out from the outset that most of the critics are also theatre 

practitioners in their own right (see Kerr, 1996). They therefore tend to merge both 

theory and practice so that it is possible to look at their writings in terms of different 

schools of thought. However, these ‘schools’ are not mutually exclusive categories 

but simply convenient labels that I have used for review purposes. My primary 

concern has been to examine how each school of thought views the question of the 

aesthetic in theatre for development. For those ‘schools’ that I selected for review, 

which are by no means exhaustive, I will consider : 

(i) their theoretical view of the aesthetic in popular theatre 

(ii) how they have applied it in practice, and 

(iii) my point of view regarding each school’s aesthetic perspective(s). 

In this chapter, my use of the term ‘aesthetic’ will be broad in order to incorporate 

the diverse views of different schools of thought that will be under review.   
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2.2  Freirian School 
When the Brazilian adult educator, Paulo Freire (1970, 1972, 1974) propounded his 

theory of ‘codification’ with particular focus on adult literacy learning, he set a 

precedent for many popular theatre critics to appropriate his theory for purposes of 

development. In one of his seminal works entitled Cultural Action for Freedom, 

Freire states that : 

when we consider adult literacy learning or education in general as an act of 

knowing, we are advocating a synthesis between the educator’s maximally 

systematized knowing and the learner’s minimally systematized knowing – a 

synthesis achieved in dialogue (1970:17).  

For Freire, the educator’s role is to pose problems by means of codifying the 

existential reality of the learner in order to help him or her arrive at a more critical 

view of reality.  

 

Theatre for development theorists and practitioners, among them, Ross Kidd (1979, 

1980, 1983a, 1983b, 1985, 1992a, 1992b),  Ross Kidd and Martin Byram (1977, 

1982), Dale Byam (1999), Guarav Desai (1990), Marcia Nogueira (2002) and to an 

extent, Christopher Kamlongera (1988) have taken their cue from Freirian 

pedagogical concepts to come up with more or less related aesthetic perspectives. 

Thus, for Desai (1990), Freire’s use of photographs as codifications of social reality 

could enable learners to deconstruct their reality and arrive at a recognition of the 

hidden structures and contradictions affecting society. From Byam’s (1999) study of 

the Zimbabwe Association of Community Theatre, Nogueira’s (2002) work on the 

Ratones project in Brazil, Kamlongera’s (1988) research on theatre for development 

in Malawi and Zambia and Kidd’s (1977, 1983a, 1980, 1985) analyses of the various 

workshops carried out in Botswana, Zimbabwe and India, there seems to be a general 

consensus on the notion of conscientization in popular theatre as a process arising 

from the codification of social reality. Participants work through familiar images or 

codes that enable them to go beyond the dominant view and begin to understand the 

world in their own way, what Nogueira calls “theatrical codification” (2002:125). 

 

But an apparent flaw in Freirian pedagogy as a basis for a popular theatre aesthetic, 

which is implicitly acknowledged by some of the practitioners themselves, lies in its 
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inclination towards what Hansel Ndumbe Eyoh calls “textbook ideologies” (1991:5). 

This is reinforced by Dale Byam who points out that, “It’s best to think of Freirian 

pedagogy first and foremost as an ideology – a mode of thinking that invariably 

affects the subject’s perspective of education” (1999:30). It sounds rather paradoxical 

for popular theatre activists to carry out a critique of their practice using non-

performance based criteria. In some cases, particularly in the context of African 

theatre for development, critics have come up with conclusions that make it appear 

as if participants had no previous knowledge of theatrical performance. For instance, 

Desai (1990) asserts that the theoretical premises of African popular theatre originate 

in the seminal work of Paulo Freire. Byam tends to equate a Zimbabwean theatre 

association with “a theory of cultural action” (1999:192). In this study, while I regard 

Freirian pedagogy as an important source of ideological perspectives on popular 

theatre as a liberating cultural action, I also attempt to explore the nature of the 

aesthetic as derived from the people’s cultural performance context.   

 

2.3  Folk Media School 
The folk media school acknowledges that the people’s own performance traditions 

such as ritual, narrative, music, song, dance, poetry and masquerade constitute what 

Nat Colletta calls “culturally symbolic systems for communicating shared meanings” 

(1980:9). As Eckhard Breitinger (1994) elaborates, the pragmatics of communication 

within African societies entail the de-emphasizing of written communication and the 

re-emphasizing of oral communication. Hence, orality as a popular mode of 

performance has become prominent in African theatre for development. More often 

than not, it is combined with other theatre techniques to create a blending of art 

forms that helps to bring newness into popular theatre practice.  

 

But the problem with most proponents of folk media, who include Oga Abah (1992), 

Owen Seda (2001a, 2001b), Michael Etherton (1988), David Kerr and Stephen 

Chifunyise (1984, 2002), Jacob Srampickal (1994), Ross Kidd (1979, 1980, 1983a, 

1983b, 1985), Kees Epskamp (1989, 1992); Kees Epskamp and Ad Boeren (1992); 

Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1998) and Penina Mlama (1991a) has been to view folk media 

as simply a ‘tool’ or ‘instrument’ rather than a structuring element in development 

communication. It is evident from their writings that practitioners are still grappling 
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to understand the discursive process by which folk media constructs meaning. For 

instance, after analyzing how popular theatre is shifting from literacy to oracy, 

Etherton admits that a profound transformation in the raising of awareness is taking 

place but he struggles to find “a syntax, a grammar in writing, for a process of 

creating drama into performance” (1988:4). For Abah (1992), Seda (2001a) and Kidd 

(1985), the term ‘popular theatre’ emerged as a result of the nature of the genre, its 

ability to ‘speak’ to the common people in their language and idiom, and to deal with 

problems of direct relevance to their situation. But when they proceed to describe the 

role of folk media in popular theatre, it is not uncommon for them to use such 

phrases as ‘utilitarian functionalism’ (Seda, 2001a:95). The transformational capacity 

of folk media as a mode of popular expression appears to have been overlooked. 

 

In my study, I extend the view of folk media as a significant function of the aesthetic 

in African popular theatre. I concur with Kerr and Chifunyise (2002) when they point 

out that any analysis of African theatre has to stumble against the conceptual boulder 

of indigenous performing arts that forms the bedrock upon which modern theatre 

practices have been built. The two practitioners decry the tendency of most critics to 

give only passing commentaries on cultural performance. I regard folk media as a 

means of expression that enables the grassroots to assess their needs and fashion their 

priorities as they participate in the formulation and implementation of development. 

In order to place folk media at the cutting edge of development, I attempt to take up 

Kerr’s (1996) challenge of coming up with a theoretical discourse based on the 

people’s performance forms. 

 

2.4  Semiotics School 
Semiotics as a theory of communication originated from the Prague Linguistic Circle 

in Czechoslovakia whose members included Ladislav Matejka, Irwin Titunik and Jan 

Mukarovsky (1931/1976) during the early 1930s. It was later elaborated by other 

semioticians like Charles S. Peirce (1959/1986), Roland Barthes (1977), Tadeusz 

Kowzan (1968), Patrice Pavis (1996), Umberto Eco (1977, 1979, 1984), Keir Elam 

(1980) and Martin Esslin (1987), to mention a few. Peirce, the American logician 

and founding father of modern semiotic theory, explains that as soon as an object is 

put on a platform and shown to an audience, it loses its original nature as mere 
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object. The framed object assumes a signifying function that is determined by its 

context.  It has become a semiotic sign, which he defined as, “something which 

stands to somebody for something else in some respect or capacity” (Peirce, 

1959/1986:5). The sign is that which enables people to ‘see’ or ‘read’ what is being 

represented by the framed object. When they are combined, signs form a system of 

signification or communication that ranges from verbal language to spatial distance, 

from visual imagery to body movement, and from gesture to sound. In fact, Matejka 

defines semiotics simply as the study of art forms as sign systems (1976:265). 

 

In the context of contemporary popular theatre, practitioners such as Marion Frank 

(1995), Martin Rohmer (1999) and Zakes Mda (1993) have taken up an extended 

view of semiotics as a cultural phenomenon and applied it to their analyses. Thus 

Frank (1995), who takes after such contemporary cultural semioticians as Thomas 

Sebeok, et al (1979) and Irene and Thomas Winner (1976), argues that the semiotics 

of culture is helpful when trying to understand the mechanisms of campaign theatre 

in Uganda since “all human activity is concerned with the processing, exchange and 

storage of information” (1995:77). In his study of theatre and performance in 

Zimbabwe, Rohmer (1999) adopts Roman Jakobson’s (1981) concept of dominant 

cultural signs such as song and dance as the focusing components in a work of art. 

Such ‘dominants’ serve to determine and even transform the structure of 

performance texts. In his book entitled, When People Play People (1993), Mda 

provides a theoretical framework for analysing the work of the Marotholi Travelling 

Theatre in Lesotho in which he acted as the leading facilitator. Mda’s framework is 

constructed in accordance with theatre semiotics as “the best method of examining 

how meaning is negotiated between performer and spectator in theatre” (1993:82). 

The performer and spectator are conceived as forming a communication relationship 

based on the exchange of codes operating within the culture. In short, the semiotic 

school regards theatre as a set of signs that serve to characterize and advance the 

dramatic action. 

 

Apart from being alien to the target communities who are the primary stakeholders of 

the development agenda, semiotics appears to suffer from a rather rigid stimulus-

response communication model. The essence of dialogue in popular theatre as an act 

of empowerment is lost when semioticians claim that : 
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when the audiences arrive for a performance, even if they remain passive 

receivers of the theatrical message throughout the performance, they have 

initiated communication, and are therefore active participants in the 

communication process” (Elam, 1980:34). 

Even if theatre for development practitioners want to adjust the stimulus-response 

model to include the aspect of audience participation as Mda (1993) does, the sender 

and receiver relationship still limits the effectiveness of the communicative event. As 

Richard Schechner (1986:344) has argued, semiotics, founded as it is on linguistics, 

is not able to account for the processual flux of performance. Thus, while 

acknowledging the usefulness of codes and signs derived from culture as significant 

in development communication, my study made use of a more interactional 

framework rooted in the performance idioms of the community.  My basic point of 

departure from the semiotic school lay with the source of the aesthetic, whether it 

was based on a ‘top-down’ or ‘bottom-up’ communication paradigm.  

 

2.5   Documentary School 
The thrust of most of the writings on African theatre for development tends to be 

more inclined towards documenting projects or workshops than critical analysis. As 

Guarav Desai (1991) has pointed out, scholars have limited themselves by focusing 

too narrowly on specific aspects of popular theatre. There has been little attempt to 

go beyond documentation and come up with a theoretical interpretation that is based 

on a dialogic research practice. Desai himself does not provide the way out of the 

theoretical stasis but only offers a bibliography as “an attempt to aid the theoretician 

in his or her search for material” (1991:179). A more or less similar argument is 

expressed by Michael Etherton (1988) and David Kerr (1991, 1995, 1996) when they 

challenge popular theatre critics to come up with an aesthetic paradigm based on 

‘oral theoretical communication’.  

 

Examples drawn from the documentary school are too numerous to mention (see 

Kidd, 1983a, 1985; wa Mirii, 1980; Kamlongera, 1994; Eyoh, 1984; McLaren and 

Chifunyise, 1988). Perhaps it will suffice to give only one or two examples of how 

this school has handled the subject of theatre for development. In his report on the 

Murehwa workshop that was facilitated by a team of local, regional and international 
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facilitators, Ross Kidd (1983a, 1985) admits that the whole workshop affirmed the 

value of the pungwe as an activity in its own right and as a catalyst for development. 

But the theoretical basis upon which the pungwe could be described as “a well-tried 

framework for community learning” (Kidd, 1983a:75) is not offered. Instead, Kidd 

(1983a) provides an account of how the outside team of popular theatre activists 

‘manipulated’ the whole process to a point of making the villagers mere performers 

of the team’s own ideas and decisions. In another instance, Ngugi wa Mirii attacks 

what he calls “instant experts from imperialist countries” (1980:55) for claiming to 

be able to ‘develop’ the people whose language and cultural background they do not 

even know or understand. But wa Mirii’s own analysis of how songs and stories 

acted as codes for literacy education during the much famed Kamiriithu theatre 

workshop does not reflect the theoretical basis of these cultural performances. He 

only offers a narrative description of the experiences of the people’s literacy project 

at Kamiriithu Community Educational Centre. Kerr (1996:19) has alluded to a 

revivalist or essentialist tendency among African ‘theorists’ who want to celebrate 

the African theatre tradition but cannot agree on what form (his emphasis) its theory 

should be articulated.   

 

In this study, I attempted to avoid falling into the ‘documentary trap’ by proposing a 

conceptual framework for analysing African theatre for development. I locate the 

analytical framework within the familiar universe of the people themselves. My 

belief was that a cultural practice that relies on mobilizing people for action such as 

theatre for development cannot afford to separate itself from an understanding of 

local knowledge systems. 

 

2.6  ‘Drama/Theatre in Education’ School 
In his book entitled, Towards a theory of drama in education (1979), Gavin Bolton 

suggests that drama in education involves change characterized by a special quality 

of subjective meaning, an affective-cum-cognitive form of classroom learning. Other 

drama educators also see a dialectical link between the medium of drama and 

transformational learning (see O’Toole, 1992; O’Toole and Donelan, 1996; O’Toole 

and Lepp, 2000; Rasmussen and Ostern, 2002). As Dorothy Heathcote asserts, 

“Drama is human beings confronted by situations which change them because of 
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what they must face in dealing with those challenges” (in Taylor, 2000:102). Gavin 

Bolton (1984) adds that the principal purpose of educational drama is change in 

understanding. As Jonothan Neelands (in O’Toole and Donelan, 1996) pointed out 

during his keynote speech at the International Drama/Theatre and Education (IDEA) 

Congress held in Brisbane in 1995, drama and theatre provide a cultural space for 

dialogue and exchange of ideas by calling upon “the natural and universal quality of 

make-believe, to suspend the apparent social reality and … create fictitious worlds 

where the rules can be changed, (and) new possibilities appear” (1996:11). There are 

close parallels between the aesthetic premises of drama/theatre in education and play 

theory which I will examine in the next chapter.     

 

 The theatre for development practitioners and critics who have been mentored in the 

drama/theatre in education school are characterized by their shift towards “an 

efficacious theatre rather than a theatre of aesthetic entertainment” (Neelands, 

1996:22). Such ‘efficacious theatre’ tends to place more emphasis on the 

‘transformational learning’ process than the artistic product (see O’Toole, 1992; 

Neelands, 1996; Taylor, 2003). For African theatre for development in particular, 

drama/theatre in education has come to be viewed as not only a means of 

reproducing culture and identity but also an empowering force for social change and 

development (see Ogolla, 1997; Levert and Mumma, 1997; Mwangi, Otieno and 

Mumma, 1999; Mumma, Mwangi and Odhiambo, 1998; Mangeni, 2000a, 2000b; 

Odhiambo, 1998).  

 

For instance, in his article on the role of theatre as a strategy for environmental 

education, Patrick Mangeni (2000a) examines how Ugandan peasants were made to 

interrogate and reflect on their actions through indigenous poetry, music, song and 

dance as popular means of communication with which the community could easily 

identify. In a second article, Mangeni (2000b) focuses on how theatre’s elements of 

signification became an effective strategy for mobilising voters to participate in the 

Ugandan constitutional process. Such elements of drama as character, place, space, 

time and sound were applied to create a moving narrative that became popularly 

known as The Shield. A common village meeting place located beneath a big tree 

was chosen as an appropriate space for the action, an idea borrowed from African 

tradition. Indigenous games like omewso and ekigiwo were used to create mood and 
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atmosphere. Music and song were employed, “to telescope time and place, bridge 

scenes, vary (the) action and accommodate audience participation” (2000a:83). In a 

way, Mangeni (2000a) probes beneath the indigenous codes of signification to see 

how they mediated in the process of turning the apathy of the Ugandan electorate 

into active participation. A more or less related example is offered by Christopher 

Odhiambo (1998) when he interrogates the power of the theatrical space in 

dismantling cultural barriers by transporting performers into another time and place. 

During this ‘transportation’, time and place are doubled so that both performers and 

audience experience change of mood, attitude and consciousness. Thus Odhiambo 

(1998) privileges the agency of the theatrical space over other elements of drama. He 

regards space as central to the process of cultural intervention, information transfer, 

development communication and conflict resolution. Tim Prentki (2003) and Syed 

Jamil Ahmed (2002) also offer similar examples of theatre for development practices 

in India and Bangladesh respectively. Both highlight the central role of indigenous 

knowledge and performances in communicating with the people as subjects and not 

objects of development. 

 

However, a few questions remain unanswered : How exactly do these popular modes 

of signification communicate development from the people’s point of view? What 

theoretical paradigm forms the basis of such popular performances? Although 

Mangeni (2000a, 2000b), Odhiambo (1998), Prentki (2003) and Ahmed (2002) make 

critical attempts to probe further into the theatre for development process, they do 

not seem to unravel the theoretical nature of the discursive frames that are 

responsible for transforming the people’s ways of thinking, feeling and behaving.  

 

I however feel inspired by Ahmed’s rather passionate appeal when he concludes his 

article with these words, “let us at least have just plain and simple theatre – theatre 

that never ceases to ‘develop’, theatre which allows debate, dialogue, reflexivity, 

dreaming the impossible and the flight to infinity” (2002:218). My study attempted 

to explore this ‘simple theatre’ through which the aesthetic manifests itself in African 

theatre for development giving more attention to the artistic process by which the 

development product appears to be realised.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 

3.1  Introduction 
Gaurav Desai (1991) asserts that the major problem with works on popular theatre 

and development in Africa relates to their rather limited and documentary scope. He 

suggests that what is needed is a dialogic research practice that reflects a serious 

appreciation of the cultural and socio-economic conjunctures as they are understood 

by the people (his emphasis). I would like to add that the learning medium for such a 

popular theatrical enterprise needs to be rooted in the people. Hence, any theoretical 

framework that may be formulated for African popular theatre has to consider not 

only the cultural dimension of the development agenda but also the ‘language’ by 

which such development is communicated. Desai proposes that, “at this stage of 

theory formation, it is best to examine the popular theatre enterprise through an 

interdisciplinary lens” (1991:180), because such a framework will encapsulate so 

many diverse fields ranging from culture and performance to communication and 

development,. 

 

A most peculiar characteristic of most African cultural performance activity is how it 

expresses itself in and as play, described in ethnographic terms as, “human symbolic 

interaction of a performing kind” (Ben-Amos and Goldstein, 1975:3). The Shona 

speaking peoples of Zimbabwe, who constitute over 75% of the country’s 

population, use the term mutambo to denote all cultural performance texts such as 

religious ritual, storytelling, music, song, dance, drumming and masquerade (see 

Chapter 6). Mutambo, in its linguistic copulative rendering would translate into 

Gregory Bateson’s ‘this is play’ (1972:179), which has been regarded as the basis of 

play as both theory and practice (Roopnarine, 2002;  Handelman, 1990; Sutton-

Smith, 1997). As the early play theorist, Johan Huizinga (1955) once argued, play is 

not just an element of culture but culture itself bears the character of play. In fact, 

Huizinga (1955) went further to assert that civilizations arise and unfold in and as 

play. This chapter begins by explaining the concept of mutambo as play.   
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In their analysis of the ethnography of cultural communication, Dan Ben-Amos and 

Kenneth Goldstein point out that the meanings of messages are not so much 

dependent upon the actual communicative events as on : 

            the comprehension of the entire system of relationships that made the  

communication of an act of speaking (or doing, seeing and feeling) possible, 

including its cognitive, expressive and behavioural dimensions (1975:3).  

From an ethnographic performance perspective, the performer knows, though he or 

she may not be overtly aware of such knowledge, the repertoire of a set of rules, or a 

‘grammar’ of performance in which the relationships between the elements of 

communication and the socio-cultural reality are in constant interplay. Such elements 

tend to act as culturally defined performance activity whose features are yet to be 

clarified. Thus after examining the idea of mutambo as play, I identify some of the 

features of play. Finally, I discuss a selection of discursive frames through which 

play constructs meaning, especially those that are applicable to theatre for 

development as a social transformational learning medium. I adopt John O’Toole’s 

definition of transformational learning as “that which is capable of being used in 

other contexts” (1992:223). In other words, I consider play as a cultural phenomenon 

capable of being applied in development education contexts.  

 

The conceptual framework that I adopted in this study regards play as an aesthetic 

that is being applied in the process of communicating development in African theatre 

for development. In this chapter, I attempt to formulate an interdisciplinary 

conceptual framework for play. I also adopt Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1975) concept 

of play as a mode of being, hence the starting point for an aesthetic theory of art. My 

hypothesis is that if theatre for development is taken as a function of the cultural 

dimension of development, understanding play as an aesthetic discourse is most 

appropriate for the establishment of an effective community-based theatre for 

development practice.  

 

3.2  Mutambo as Play 
Edward Hall (1969) believes that society reproduces patternings, at all levels of 

symbolic expression, in the form of codes, symbols, metaphors, structures and other 

cultural premises that make up its worldview. Hall (1969) further asserts that all the 
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symbolic patternings appear culture-oriented, affecting how people orient themselves 

in terms of such phenomena as time, space, movement, facial expression, gesture and 

eye contact. Cultural performances, therefore, appear to provide the frames upon 

which these symbolic patternings are derived. They are the language of social 

expression, shaping culture, and in turn being shaped by culture in response to the 

variables of the context. According to Barre Toelken (1975), people do and see 

things in terms of a structured cultural vocabulary provided for them by society. 

They are ‘taught’ by society ‘how to do’ and ‘how to see’ phenomena in certain 

conceptual terms. This view is reinforced by Norwood Russell Hanson who says : 

We are set to appreciate the visual (including proxemic, kinaesthetic and 

acoustic) aspects of things in certain ways. Elements in our experience do not 

cluster at random (1969:15).  

Thus the negotiations, patternings and interpretations encountered in mutambo as 

cultural performance are part of its signifying features whose conceptual framework 

is yet to be clarified. What is the nature of mutambo, and how does it relate to play? 

 

As a plural form, mitambo not only refers to categories of Shona cultural 

performance as indicated above but also the discursive elements contained in these 

categories. As Margaret Thompson Drewal (1992) argues with respect to the Yoruba 

term iran for spectacle and its transformative qualities, mitambo can also be 

conceived as an inclusive term for Shona theatrical performances and their signifying 

functions. Thus intrinsic to the meaning of the singular form, mutambo, is the idea of 

‘play’ derived from the infinitive verb kutamba (to play), whose primary verb stem is 

–tamba (play). Both performers and audience would be called vatambi, indicating 

their combined roles as co-players. Mutambo itself is such a broad, overlapping and 

interpenetrating concept that it applies to any given context of theatrical 

performance. The Shona people do not use this term as a closed and exclusive 

concept but as an open and inclusive one. In Drewal’s (1992) view, the multilogics 

of performance such as storytelling, singing, drumming, dancing and masking and 

the interrelationships between the players are part of a performative strategy which 

places them squarely within the domain of play.  

 

Writing from a different cultural perspective, Huizinga (1955) refers to the use of the 

German verb, spielen, which means ‘to play’. The idea reflected in this verb also 
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extends to its derived noun to express the same kind of performative activity. This 

means that, “the action is of such a particular and independent kind that it is different 

from the usual kinds of activity” (1955:43). Hence play is not just an activity in the 

ordinary sense but a conceptual category. For Hans-Georg Gadamer (1975), play is 

originally a ‘mode of aesthetic being’ rooted in culture and history. It defines what 

actually happens to people in the process of forming, presenting and understanding 

something. Gadamer (1975) regards play as an aesthetic force that enables people to 

create, engage, reflect and interpret different phenomena. Kjetil Steinsholt and Elin 

Traasdahl (2001) extend Gadamer’s idea of play by arguing that play is not an 

autonomous object by itself or an appendix without ties to concrete life. The 

experiences of people in their cultural everyday world create the underpinnings for 

play. For other play scholars such as Roger Caillois (1961), Edward Norbeck (1968), 

D.W. Winnicott (1971), Adam and Allee Blatner (1997), cultural experience begins 

in the potential space between the individual and the environment in which he or she 

lives. That potential space is manifested through playful activity, or what Winnicott 

calls “creative living” (1971:100). From this, Norbeck (1968) was led to conclude 

that the character of a culture may be deduced from its forms of play. But while play 

has been viewed as a ‘mode of aesthetic being’ (Gadamer, 1975), Inge Bretherton 

(1984) extends this phenomenological notion by arguing that the ability to create 

symbolic alternatives to reality is as deeply a part of human experience as the ability 

to construct an adapted model of that reality. This assertion has far reaching 

implications for an understanding of play as an aesthetic in applied theatre contexts 

such as theatre for development.  

 

Throughout this study, I will make use of the term ‘play’ for mutambo in order to 

capture the theoretical elements of play as a conceptual category. I will also 

distinguish the ordinary usage of the Shona word dambe or jeye denoting frivolous, 

trivial or nonsensical play, from mutambo as a more engaging, participatory, 

dialogical and transformational form of play. In the next sections I examine the 

character of play itself, its features and discursive functions as an aesthetic 

manifesting itself in African theatre for development in particular. As Gadamer aptly 

states, the playing of the drama cannot necessarily be understood as merely satisfying 

a need to play but as the coming into existence of the work as, “transformation into a 

structure” (1975:99). 
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3.3  Artistic Features of Play 
Several features of play have already been analysed by a number of play theorists 

such as Johan Huizinga (1955), Richard Schechner (1993, 2002), Brian Sutton-Smith 

(2002), Victor Turner (1977, 1982), Don Handelman, (1977), including the drama 

educators, Lucy Voss Price (1998) and Julie Dunn (2000).  Perhaps what remains is 

to identify and examine those features that have a particular bearing on play as a 

medium in development communication. The idea is not to offer a comparative 

analysis of the multiple features of play, which will be beyond the scope of this 

study, but to elaborate on how some of these features can help in structuring or 

signifying meaning in development education contexts. The features of play selected 

for discussion in this section are by no means exhaustive. As several play theorists 

have commented, play is such a dynamic phenomenon that it cannot be confined to 

definitive categories (see Turner, 1983; Schechner, 1993, 2002; Handelman, 1977). 

Hence my identification of the features of play will mainly focus on those artistic 

elements that are applicable to theatre for development practice.  

 

In discussing these features, I adopt Handelman’s (1977) view that through the meta-

message, ‘this is play’, play seeks to question the social order rather than to validate 

it. Instead of deviating from the uncertainty and unpredictability of the social order, 

play tends to deny accepted norms and values. This ‘anti-structure’ (Turner, 1977, 

1978, 1982) element in play gives it the potential characteristic of a randomized 

mode of creativity that tends to be reflected in most of its features. In Handelman’s 

words, “Meta-messages of play doubt the validity of the social order, not as it should 

be constituted … but as it is constituted in the here and now” (1977:189). As a result, 

a linking thread in the features of play as an aesthetic medium is that they are geared 

towards communicating messages that may not be transmitted without consequence 

in ordinary life. Play becomes a form of ‘staged authenticity’ which paradoxically 

gives it the poetic licence to act as a commentary on the social order. The social 

order itself, in particular the notion of development, comes to be seen as the 

‘resolution’ of complementary oppositions or paradoxes transmitted through the 

medium of play. The development aspect may therefore be viewed as an outcome of 
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the features of play operating within discursive frames that I will discuss in the next 

section. 

 

In his classic book, Homo Ludens (1955), Johan Huizinga puts in a nutshell what I 

regard as some of the features of play. In a rather lengthy description, he says : 

Summing up the formal characteristics of play, we might call it a free activity 

standing consciously outside ‘ordinary’ life as being ‘not serious’ but at the 

same time absorbing the player intensely and utterly. It is an activity 

connected with no material interest, and no profit can be gained by it. It 

proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to 

fixed rules and in an orderly manner. It promotes the formation of social 

groupings which tend to surround themselves with secrecy and to stress their 

difference from the common world by disguise or other means” (1955:13).   

Implicit in Huizinga’s description are such features as freedom, enjoyment, 

imagination, rules, secrecy and disguise. But these features are not exhaustive. Other 

scholars have also come up with additional features of play (see Voss Price, 1998; 

Dunn, 2000; Schechner, 1993, 2002; Sutton-Smith, 2002; Gadamer, 1975; 

Handelman, 1977, 1990). 

 

3.3.1  Enjoyment 

The mood of play, its quality as an activity experienced through fun or jest, described 

by Sutton-Smith as ‘playfulness’ (1997:148), has the capacity to disrupt what people 

might have expected. As Schechner also notes, the fun of playing, that is the doing or 

experiencing of the play activity, involves “going in over one’s head, inverting 

accepted procedures and hierarchies” (1993:26). Huizinga (1955:132) also regarded 

the play mood as one of rapture and enthusiasm. Feelings of tension and elation 

accompany the playful act followed by mirth and relaxation. Gary Izzo (1997:8) 

concludes that for the player, the only real motive for play seems to be the sheer 

enjoyment of it. 

 

In development communication terms, it is the intense absorption arising from the 

fun or joy that seems to wield the power to move the players to another state of 

being. Thus in popular theatre, the essence of play as fun, enjoyment or celebration 

provides the players with unusual access to a fundamental component of their lives, 
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something which they might have lost in the struggle for survival. As Izzo (1997) 

points out, when people grow to adulthood, they lose some of their ability to play 

because they learn judgment, denial and fear. Play awakens the ‘inner child’ that 

resides in the players. 

 

3.3.2  Freedom  

In the process of enjoying the fun of play, it frees the players from familiarity. In 

Huizinga’s view, “the first characteristic of play is that it is free (activity), is in fact 

freedom” (1955:675-6). Play exists outside the boundaries of ordinary time, space 

and responsibility. It creates a different order, or “frame of existence” (Voss Price, 

1998:98), which offers the players a sense of freedom from the constraints and 

obligations of social reality. The freedom within the play frame provides an 

opportunity for the players to experiment and generate new symbolic worlds (Dunn, 

2000). It allows the players to engage in a novel frame of experience which 

minimizes the consequences of their actions (Voss Price, 1998). 

 

Handelman (1977) asserts that the attribute of freedom makes play a particularly 

suitable medium for communicating messages that cannot be transmitted with ease in 

ordinary life. Jerome Bruner (1976) shares a similar view when he asserts that the 

functions of play, in this case freedom, minimize the consequences of one’s actions 

by providing an opportunity to try combinations of behaviour that would, under 

normal circumstances, never be tried. The combination of fun or jest with freedom 

tends to alter the usual means-ends relationship so that, “the ends which are 

ordinarily denoted by such means are not denoted by those actions which denote 

those means” (Handelman, 1977:189). Thus freedom acts as a basis for altering the 

usual means of transmitting messages as it camouflages itself in the paradox of play.  

 

Such alternative ways of communication appear most suited for theatre for 

development as participants seek to remove the constraints and contradictions 

affecting their well-being. The enjoyment and freedom afforded by the play frame 

permits the co-players to address even sensitive issues without threatening the social 

structure with destabilization. Freedom enables participants to feel more secure when 

exploring sensitive or painful issues (Bundy and Nicholson, 2003). However, John 

O’Toole (1992:95) and Helen Nicholson (1999:17) warn that play, as an art form, 
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operates between the two polarities of freedom and constraint, between the urge to 

explore and the urge to control or confine. Hence, freedom remains subject to the 

making or breaking of rules and also the imperatives of history and cultural sanction. 

The same applies to popular theatre when different forms of censorship may be 

imposed by the authorities to obstruct the freedom and fun of play. 

    

3.3.3  Rules 

Play may appear as random activity but if there is a feature that lends it order and 

beauty it is the rules. No wonder that one who breaks the rules of play is deemed a 

‘spoil sport’ (Izzo, 1997). Once a child picks up a stick and declares, ‘This is a 

sword’, the others need to agree and accept that it is a sword, and remains so until the 

rules are changed by consensus. For instance, another player may suggest and say, 

‘Now this sword has the power to heal dead people’, it becomes and remains a 

healing sword. But if a ‘spoil sport’ were to come and say, ‘That’s not a magic 

sword, it’s only a stick’, the immediate response would be, ‘That’s not fair’. The 

rules of play are momentarily broken and the play frame collapses. Thus the rules of 

play are not only a significant feature but a “social contract” (Voss Price, 1998:25) 

that binds the players. Both Vygotsky (1933/1976) and Huizinga (1955) once 

asserted that all play has rules that determine what holds its imaginary world. For 

instance, if a child is playing the role of mother, she has to observe the rules of 

maternal behaviour. 

 

Rules do not destroy the fun and freedom of play since they are chosen and agreed 

upon by the players. Gavin Bolton (1984) notes that it is the submission to the rules 

that liberates the participants to engage in the freedom of spontaneous behaviour. 

The rules also act as constraints that focus the creative efforts of the players, and in 

the process, increase their imaginative capacities. Hence rules tend to operate within 

a paradox of spontaneity and restraint to create a gap that affords an opportunity for 

imagination and reflection. It is perhaps these qualities in the rules of play that give 

popular theatre workshops the semblance of order that is conducive to learning and 

development. As Izzo concludes, “Into an imperfect world, play brings a sort of 

temporary, limited perfection” (1997:11). The ‘perfection’ arises from the binding 

nature of the rules. 
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3.3.4  Space  

The rules of play tend to be most binding when it comes to the reverence accorded to 

the play space. According to Izzo (1997), the ancient Greek word for the play space, 

whether physical as a stage, or imaginary as in the mind, is temenos, meaning ‘sacred 

circle’. “It is a sacred spot cut off and hedged in from the ‘ordinary’ world, a 

consecrated spot, a hallowed ground within which special rules obtain” (Izzo, 

1997:9). The play space therefore is an ‘aesthetic space’ set apart for, and dedicated 

to the creation and/or performance of a play act. Its ‘magic’ or ‘sacred’ nature is not 

necessarily a religious one, but the special regard accorded to it as a venerated and 

hallowed object, secured against defamation, violation or intrusion; a protected and 

inviolate space. Thus, whether in a classroom, courtroom, playfield, under the tree, 

on the altar or in the backyard, players respect and observe the rules of the temenos.  

 

In the African theatrical tradition, the idea of the temenos is closely associated with 

the cultural philosophy relating to the ‘magic circle’. In both African material and 

non-material culture, the circular shape manifested in the sculpture, architecture, 

eating habits and performing arts symbolizes the people’s sense of beauty, 

nurturance, growth and community (see Umezinwa, 1990; Seda, 2000). For the 

performing arts in particular, the concept of ‘theatre-in-the-round’ practised by most 

African popular theatre groups has been adapted from the indigenous storytelling 

tradition. The child audience often sits in circular formation around the evening fire. 

The stories shared within that ‘play space’ are crucial to the children’s socialization 

into the moral fabric of the community. As Augusto Boal (1995:20) points out, the 

‘aesthetic space’ possesses properties which stimulate knowledge and discovery, 

recognition and the process of learning by experience. As with enjoyment and 

freedom, the ‘sacredness’ of the play space tends to allow popular theatre 

participants to experiment with the burdens of their existence in safety. 

 

3.3.5  Imagination  

Gary Izzo (1997) writes about a ‘temenos of the mind’, the mental space that forms 

the imagination. Boal (1995) explains that the ‘aesthetic space’ liberates the 

imagination by making all combinations possible. In Boal’s own words : 

In the aesthetic space one can be without being. Dead people are alive, the 

past becomes present, the future is today, duration is dissociated from time, 
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everything is possible in the here-and-now, fiction is pure reality, and reality 

is fiction (1995:20).  

The ‘playful imagination’, as Izzo (1997:9) calls it, gives birth to ‘concrete dreams’ 

(Boal, 1995:21). Thus as a feature of play, Mary Reichling (1997) argues that 

imagination makes present the non-existent, it animates play. Lev Vygotsky also 

viewed play as “imagination in action” (1933/1976:539). It endows play with the 

quality of possibility, of imagining what might exist but is not yet present. The 

illusion associated with the ‘operative frame’ (Voss Price, 1998) in play is sustained 

by imagination.  

 

Reichling (1997) goes on to elaborate that make-believe or fantasy, improvisation, 

repetition, paradox and parody, which I will discuss later under discursive frames of 

play, as ways of making present the absent, make use of imagination as the source of 

creativity. “This element of play is important for without it one is limited to a view of 

imagination … that merely represents aspects of the perceivable world” (Reichling, 

1997:42). I cannot over-emphasize how appropriate this feature of play can be to 

theatre for development. The narratives that come out of the workshops, the stories 

that form the basis for organizing people’s experiences, tend to be rooted in 

imagination. Thus if play is an activity set apart from the real context, imagination is 

the feature that engages with the fictional context by helping to create or bring forth 

alternative realities.  

 

3.3.6  Secrecy and Disguise  

From Huizinga’s (1955) description cited above, play promotes the formation of 

groups that share a sense of ‘being apart’ together. Such groups are distinguished by 

a tendency to disguise themselves in an air of secrecy. The feeling within these 

groups is, “The others outside don’t concern us now; we within this (magic) circle 

have our own special way” (Izzo, 1997:13). To this end, the players may disguise 

themselves by means of costume, mask or other forms of ‘dressing up’. The shroud 

of secrecy, coupled with the disguise, enables each player-turned-actor to play a 

different part, to be another being. In Julie Dunn’s (2002:290-2) view, play creates 

both private and shared dramatic worlds whose ‘realness’ is enhanced by items of 

disguise such as costume and other props. 
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As features of play, secrecy and disguise enable the players to develop a bond whose 

potency may go beyond the duration of play. Each playful experience serves to 

renew that bond, to draw the players even closer and create a sense of community. 

The total play experience, its enjoyment, freedom, sacred space, binding rules, 

imaginings and disguises seem to combine to cement the relationships between and 

among the players. The bonds formed within the world of play, free from the 

suspicions, fears and inhibitions of the outside world, are likely to be stronger than in 

ordinary life. The warm-up games and exercises that usually open each popular 

theatre workshop are attempts to search for this shared bond of secrecy and disguise. 

Without it (the bond of secrecy and disguise), the purpose of engaging in play may 

not be achieved. As the saying goes, ‘those that play together, stay together’.       

  

3.4  Discursive Frames of Play  
By ‘discursive frame’, I mean the process by which discovery, recognition and 

understanding occur to the co-players or participants of a performance. As Gadamer 

has noted, “it seems to me characteristic of human play that it plays 

something.”(1975:96). Even with playing a game, it requires not only a space 

specially marked off for play but also confronts the players with certain tasks and 

risks. The freedom to play cannot be enjoyed without transforming the players’ 

attitudes, purposes and behaviours to suit the tasks and risks involved in the game. 

Thus the ordering and shaping of play becomes a way of making ‘something’ come 

into being, what French social theorist, Michel Foucault called a “discursive 

formation” (1972:38). Play therefore consists of discursive frames as ways of 

creating particular kinds of knowledge concerning reality.   

 

 In a theatre for development context, discovery, recognition and understanding may 

be likened to something that happens when a light is suddenly turned on and 

participants are enabled to see and know more than they did before. Even though 

they see that ‘something’ in the light of play activity, possibilities are created for 

them to expand their horizon of understanding (Steinsholt and Traasdahl, 2001:82). 

Play becomes a discursive frame in the sense of being an experience that transforms 

the person experiencing it. Play turns out to be the thing, or better still, a structuring 

element in development work. As Bretherton (1984) explains, play fulfils the need to 
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gainsay or un-say the world, to imagine and speak it otherwise, to build the milieu of 

social existence. What are play’s discursive frames? And how do these frames affect 

and effect transformational learning in African popular theatre contexts?  

 

3.4.1  Paradox 

The very notion of mutambo, as understood by the Shona speaking people, represents 

a concept in which the to-and-fro motion of play tends to contradict itself. Such 

movement appears to be without goal or purpose. It happens as if without effort or 

strain. As mere playing, mutambo seems to absorb the players into itself, taking away 

the burden of initiative. But this feeling of relaxation is at once serious and not 

serious. Stories are told, rituals are performed, dances are made, drums are beaten 

and poems are sung, all in the spirit of play. Yet these African cultural performances 

cannot be separated from the purpose of life itself. They are a function of what 

Victor Turner described as ‘the human seriousness of play’in the sub-title of his 

book, From Ritual to Theatre (1982). 

 

The American anthropologist Gregory Bateson (1955/1972) first drew attention to 

the idea that in order to set off play from not play, it must be framed by the message, 

‘this is play’. This message is a metacommunicative signal reflecting a logical 

paradox. It indicates that, “These actions in which we now engage do not denote 

what those actions for which they stand would denote” (Bateson, 1972:180). The 

playful nip denotes the bite, but it does not denote what would be denoted by the 

bite. As a meta-message, ‘this is play’ frames play to show that the material 

contained within the play frame is to be ‘read’ as distinct from, yet related to, the 

out-of-frame material. Hence the actions of play also denote, in a paradoxical way, 

other actions of not play. A clenched fist is different from a punch but refers to a 

possible, though not yet existent punch. Bateson (1972) concluded that play signals 

therefore stand for other events, making play an important function in the evolution 

of communication. 

 

Bateson (1972) extended his theory of paradox to liken play’s relation to everyday 

reality with a map and territory. Play relates to reality in the same way as a map 

compares to a territory. However, the limitations of Bateson’s map and territory 

metaphor lies in its tendency to imply that there is a one to one correspondence 
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between play as map and ordinary reality as territory. As a form of denotative 

communication, play would likely create new maps by either transforming old maps 

or revising them rather than merely reproducing them. Nonetheless, the map and 

territory analogy is still applicable in interpreting differences between play frames 

and actual reality in discursive contexts.  

 

By expanding on Bateson’s paradox, other play scholars (see Gadamer, 1975; 

Steinsholt and Traasdahl, 2001; Bretherton, 1984; Sutton-Smith, 1977, 1979, 1997, 

1999, 2001, 2002; Denzin, 1982; Fine, 1982; Blatner and Blatner, 1997; Giffin, 

1984; Schwartzman, 1978; Voss Price, 1998; Dunn, 2000), seem to concur that play 

as a paradoxical frame involves the negotiation of both internal and external realities. 

Play as fictional text acts as a commentary on the real world context of life 

(Bretherton, 1984:31). In the words of Helen Schwartzman : 

In order to be a successful player, one must be able to communicate 

information that simultaneously (and paradoxically) defines one as a player 

subject (e.g. by adopting play role of witch, mother, etc) and as a person in 

the defining social context (e.g. a day care centre), and therefore as a play 

object (1978:236). 

Schwartzman offers an example of a girl named Linda who should communicate to 

other players that she is both Linda and not Linda at the same time. Thus through 

metacommunication signals, she can be able to enter into and exit from the 

paradoxical frame of the play text. As Adam and Allee Blatner point out, the 

aesthetic lies in the mental juggling, in being able to manipulate seemingly 

irreconciliable opposites, thereby creating a paradox, “a condition in which 

something is both real and not real at the same time” (1997:11). 

 

How does Bateson’s paradox act as a discursive strategy in transformational learning 

situations? For Huizinga (1955), Gadamer (1975) and Steinsholt and Traasdahl 

(2001), what conditions learning in the encounter with play is the state of self-

forgetting. Participants have to ‘relinquish’ themselves in their attempt to understand 

the matter at hand. The self is reduced in importance as more attention is focused on 

the matter itself. It implies an involvement in something that requires that we 

surrender our consciousness to the happening but without losing ourselves 

completely. For instance, during play, the child disregards her own self and submits 
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herself to the purpose of play. There is a shift of consciousness which Gadamer calls 

the “subjective turn” (1975:101), an engagement that involves turning off one’s own 

self consciousness for a while to assimilate the consciousness of play. The 

prerequisite for understanding seems to lie in giving the self over to the ‘happening’ 

but without losing it completely.  

 

Paradox has close parallels with other discursive frames like simultaneous awareness 

(Voss Price, 1998), ambiguity (Sutton-Smith, 1997), metaxis (Boal, 1979, 1995; 

O’Toole, 1992; Ostern and Heikkinen, 2001), aesthetic doubling (Ostern and 

Heikkinen, 2001) and dual affect (Vygotsky, 1933/1976), to name a few. According 

to Lucy Voss Price (1998:102), players remain simultaneously aware of the 

inoperative frame, the frame of ordinary reality, as they enter into the operative 

frame of play. In the process, the players are able to explore different frames of 

existence. To explain ambiguity, Brian Sutton-Smith (1997) cites an interesting 

example of a group of medieval monks who, having realized that it is impossible to 

say what God is, devoted themselves to revealing ‘what God is not’ through artistic 

playfulness. Thus play itself can be an ambiguity, a way of indicating a positive 

through a negative action or vice versa. Perhaps of particular significance is 

Vygotsky’s notion of ‘dual affect’ in which players are able to “simultaneously weep 

as a patient and revel as a player” (1933/1976:549). Through the dual affect, 

participants can empathize with the role they are playing while simultaneously 

reflecting on the self. As Peter O’Connor points out, in the gap between the 

performer self and the audience self, between the fictional and the real world, 

“resides the endless opportunities for reflection about who and what we are as human 

beings” (2003:43).  

 

Richard Schechner (1985, 1988, 2002) elaborates on Bateson’s idea of paradox when 

he says that the playful nip is not only not a bite, it is also not not a bite. That is to 

say it is a positive, being the result of two negatives. In other words, the playful nip 

may not be a bite, but it is what is meant by a bite. Boal (1995) and O’Toole’s (1992) 

ideas on metaxis seem to suggest that there is an inter-play between the actual and 

the fictional worlds which leads to participants’ awareness. In O’Toole’s (1992:234) 

view, the fictional context of the drama allows reality to be suspended, yet stays 

very, very present as the power of the drama resonates between the two contexts, 
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which is the metaxis. Thus the drama has a discursive significance that resonates 

beyond the frames in which it happens. And for Anna Ostern and Hannu Heikkinen 

(2001) aesthetic doubling defines the process of socio-cultural learning through play. 

There is a simultaneous existence of two apparently disparate modes of experience, 

with learning taking place as play transforms lived experience during this aesthetic 

doubling. 

 

My interest in paradox lies in the possibilities that it raises for the conscientisation 

process in theatre for development. Participants need to undergo a changed state of 

consciousness through engaging in playful behaviour. They let their selves go, or 

release the focus on their own individual consciences in order to understand what the 

unfolding playful activity will bring forth. They cannot arrive at a good 

understanding if their attention is still focused on something else. As Ross Kidd 

(1983) explains, during the drama-making process, participants question their 

assumptions, look for root causes to their problems and strategize as a way of 

focusing, concretizing and generating analysis.  

       

3.4.2  Make-Believe   

The source of the marvellous or fantastic happenings associated with mutambo as 

play lies in its ability to create what Bretherton calls a “collaborative make-believe 

reality” (1984:33). In a general sense, therefore, make-believe refers to 

transformations of ordinary reality into fictional worlds. In the words of D.R. 

Hofstadter (in Bretherton, 1984), human beings constantly manufacture mental 

variants on the situations they face in life. Either consciously or unconsciously, they 

manufacture their subjunctive ‘as if’ or ‘what if’ worlds to represent potential 

sources of insight into how they can organize and categorize their perceptions of the 

world. Shona cultural expression is fraught with this subjunctive capacity in the form 

of performance genres like ngano (folktales), detembo (praise poetry), mahumbwe 

(children’s games) and nyau (masquerade). In their own way, these genres involve 

participants stepping outside of this world into an other world, what Erving Goffman 

(1974) called ‘frame slippage’.  

 

What is the nature of make-believe as a discursive play frame? Steinsholt and 

Traasdahl (2001) find a close link between paradox and make-believe. Both involve 
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slipping outside ordinary reality and being in the power of play. The play participants 

turn their attention onto something other than themselves. They distance their 

‘selves’ in order to find themselves again. In other words, make-believe requires that 

they allow themselves to be played by the play. If their suspension of disbelief is 

total, they may ultimately attain a state of ‘make-belief’. From a discursive point of 

view, therefore, it is the ‘make-belief’ dimension of ‘make-believe’ that sets the 

latter apart from other forms of fictional representation.  

 

According to fantasy theorist Rosemary Jackson (1981), fantastic narratives like fairy 

tales, romances and other mythical stories serve to break, question or subvert the 

status of what is ‘real’, and replace it with objects of desire. Thus reality is not 

limited to the familiar and commonplace but consists of a latent and as yet unspoken 

world of make-belief. That other world resides in the paraxial space between the 

‘image of reality’ and ‘reality of the image’ (Boal, 1995). Jackson (1981) explains 

the paraxial region as a term borrowed from optical science referring to the area in 

which light rays appear to unite at a point after refraction. Paraxis connects with the 

fantastic, or make-believe, as an indeterminate world that is “neither entirely ‘real’ 

(the object), nor entirely ‘unreal’ (the image)” (Jackson, 1981:19). Thus fantasy, or 

make-believe, is a relativising process that plays upon the ambiguities of ordinary 

reality to reveal that which cannot be but is. It reveals that which a people can be by 

extending the limits of their epistemological and ontological frames of reference. 

 

Sutton-Smith (1979), Csikszentmihalyi (1981), Bretherton (1984) and Handelman 

(1977) tend to agree that make-believe is a form of social frame breaking by means 

of inversion, reversal or subversion of reality in order to create ‘as if’ or ‘what if’ 

transformations. By suspending ordinary reality, special meta-messages can be 

communicated within a newly framed reality. Players gain belief in the play frames 

they are creating, and in the process they come to assimilate new frames of reality. 

Either as ritual or as narrative performance, the operative frames seek to ‘make 

belief’ about the desired reality being aspired for. As Sutton-Smith argues : 

            Make-believe is …a social defence (i.e. a distancing mechanism) for the  

            outrageous behaviour of making new belief instead of merely following   

            ordinary belief; for making (new) realms, not accepting the world as it is  

            … (1979:318).  
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As a discursive frame, therefore, make-believe enables players to transcend the 

ordinary world and enter the world of ‘make-belief’.  

 

Where does popular theatre come into all this?  Theatre for development aims to 

interrogate the structures of fixed reality in order to ‘un-fix’ them. It attempts to 

subvert the dominant ideology, to re-order the received unities of time, space and 

character through fictional reconstruction of those unities. In its appropriation of the 

fantastic or make-believe, popular theatre can also be looked at as : 

an art of estrangement, resisting closure, opening structures which categorize 

experience in the name of ‘human reality’. By drawing attention to the 

relative nature of these categories, the fantastic moves towards a dismantling 

of the ‘real’ … (Jackson, 1981:175). 

In dismantling reality through playful activity, theatre for development seeks to 

question existing ideological assumptions. There are close parallels between Victor 

Turner’s notion of ‘anti-structure’ and theatre for development practice. Turner 

describes anti-structural activity as forms of symbolic action capable of generating 

alternative models for living and influencing the behaviour of those in control or 

those rebelling against the mainstream social and political order. Likewise, theatre 

for development tends to mock and parody any blind faith in the existing order so as 

to influence change for the better.  It is a discourse of desire premised on the ‘as if’ 

or ‘what if’ constructs of make-believe. Hence, in the context of theatre for 

development, the make-believe play frame will be examined as aiming to dissolve an 

order experienced as lacking and oppressive.  

 

3.4.3  Flow  

Closely linked to the notion of make-believe is the idea of playing the ‘game’ 

seriously. In Gadamer’s (1975) view, one who does not take the game seriously is a 

‘spoil sport’. For, play can only fulfil its purpose if the players absorb themselves in 

the play. In the end, what remains and endures is not so much the subjectivity of the 

people who play as the ‘subject’ of the experience of play. The process of playing 

itself plays a medial function, tending to combine playing and being at the same 

time. In African cultural performances, participants can hardly distinguish between 

‘play’ and ‘work’. For instance, in religious performances such as bira (ancestral 

thanksgiving), mukwerera (rainmaking ceremony) and mbakumba (harvest dance), 
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not much distinction is made between the subject and object of the spectacle. Players 

move in and out of the ritual action almost without effort yet beneath that absence of 

strain lies the actual flow of religious existence. What is the discursive nature of this 

medial experience, or what may be conveniently labeled as ‘liminal flow’?   

 

The idea of liminality has been derived from limen meaning threshold or margin, a 

term coined by the Belgian anthropologist Arnold van Gennep (1960) to refer to the 

intervening phase of transition in tribal rites of passage. After experiencing the phase 

of separation in which they are detached from their existing state of being, ritual 

subjects passed through a period of transition before they could be reintegrated back 

into the community in the final phase of incorporation or reaggregation. According to 

the theatre anthropologist Victor Turner (1982:24), the limen phase involves moving 

from a previous socio-cultural state to a new condition which has few of the 

attributes of the preceding state of being. Turner (1982) describes this liminal state as 

characterized by the symbolic death and rebirth of participants undergoing change. It 

is a boundary phase marking a threshold between different possibilities of existence. 

However, Turner felt that liminality did not have “any hope of realisation outside the 

ritual sphere hedged in by strong taboos” (1988:76).   

 

However, later anthropologists like Colin Turnbull (1995), Barbara Myerhoff (1995) 

and Don Handelman, (1990), have come to view liminality as a condition of intense 

processuality characterized by fluid, shifting and dynamic energy. Because of its 

capacity to play ‘betwixt and between’ structures, the liminal state is seen as best 

suited to conditions of social inconsistency, indeterminacy, conflict and 

contradiction. In its original ritual context, Turnbull (1995) argues that liminality 

enables willing participants to become something else. It has to be experienced rather 

than reasoned, hence the difficulty involved in expressing it in words. Liminality has 

a strong tendency to absorb the players into itself, thus taking away the strain of 

reason. When taken out of its ritual domain, liminality implies a way of ‘seeing’, 

‘perceiving’ and ‘knowing’ experienced by participants as they move from one state 

to another during the playing process. It involves the exchange of one state for 

another, a process of being transformed in and through performance. As Turnbull 

(1995) concludes, the experience of consciously or sub-consciously achieving 

transformation is the process of entering the liminal state. It is an ‘other’ condition of 
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being in which ‘this-ness’ becomes ‘that-ness’. It is more than Turner’s idea of 

liminality as a ritual state of transition.  

 

How does the liminal relate to flow as discursive frames of play? Both are ways of 

experiencing play, with flow being the means by which liminality, and by extension, 

transformation, come to be realized. Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 1981) coined the term 

‘flow’ to describe what people felt when their consciousness of the outside world 

disappeared and they merged with what they were doing. Players in flow may be 

aware of their actions but not of the awareness itself. The boundary between the 

activity of playing and self-awareness dissolves within the internal logic of the 

experience. The players focus on the immediate demands of the activity of flow, 

what Csikszentmihalyi called “the autotelic experience” (1975:36). Thus the feeling 

of being ‘played’ by the play, of being ‘danced’ by the dance and of being ‘storied’ 

by the story, appears to reveal the combined process of liminality and flow in action. 

 

As a form of rehearsal for action, theatre for development may be characterized by 

the experience of liminality and flow. The appropriation of structuring codes from 

genres like storytelling, for instance, may enable theatre for development participants 

to undergo the transitional process of making meaning through play, and ultimately 

to think, act and feel as if they are something else. The theatre for development 

workshop thus occupies what D.W. Winnicott describes as, “the intermediate area of 

experiencing,” (1971:103) where inner reality and external reality merge. Following 

Winnicott’s (1971) interpretation of the ‘transitional object’ as located in the 

potential space between the individual and the wider environment, I will also 

consider liminal flow as part of the discursive frame for theatre for development. My 

view is that ‘development’ as a form of ‘creative living’ begins with the experience 

of liminal flow manifest in playful activity such as theatre for development 

workshops.      

 

3.4.4  Repetition 

 Peculiar to most African theatrical performance is its continued presence as an 

expressive medium of culture. The singing, drumming, dancing, storytelling, 

masquerading and ritualizing are experienced with such a steady and unbroken flow 

that one may be excused for thinking that African theatre is a mere repetition of 
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given events. But as Schechner argues, “the theatre is a paradigm of ‘restored 

behavior’, behavior twice behaved, behavior never for the first time, ritualized 

gestures” (2002:28).  Each performance is therefore never for the first time but a re-

presentation in the process of detaching itself from itself as if from its double 

(Drewal, 1992). Repetition is a form of re-behaving, re-performing or re-hearsing, 

indicating continuity and change, adoption and adaptation, or simulation and 

transgression. How does repetition operate as a discursive frame in play? 

 

Repetition has been explored from different perspectives as part of the salient 

structure that determines the movement of play. Although play theorists have come 

up with several discursive frames for repetition, they are united in the sense of seeing 

repetition as what largely defines the coding, ordering and shaping of play. It 

manifests itself as representation  (Gadamer, 1975; Steinsholt and Traasdahl, 2001; 

Drewal, 1991, 1992; Handelman, 1977, 1990); revision (Gates, 1988; Drewal, 1991, 

1992); restoration of behavior (Schechner, 1985, 1988, 2002) and recapitulation, 

adaptive potentiation or adaptive variability (Sutton-Smith, 1999, 2001, 2002).   

 

An outstanding characteristic of play is that it plays something for somebody. The 

‘standing for’ character of play may be seen in re-presentations of religious acts 

through ritual ceremony; of tales, myths and legends through narrative performance; 

and of tragic or comic experience through theatrical drama. In Gadamer’s view, each 

re-presentation is a transformation into an other structure : 

when we find someone (or something) transformed we mean precisely this, 

that he has become, as it were, another person. … What existed previously 

can no longer exist, ... (but) this other transformed thing that it has become is 

its true being (1975:100). 

For the Afro-American literary theorist, Henry Louis Gates (1988), repetition implies 

‘revision’ in a rhetorical sense. Revision is a mode of ‘Signifyin(g)’ (the brackets are 

probably meant to capture the Afro-American pronunciation of the word) by means 

of foregrounding or extending the signifier present in the original. In other words, in 

Afro-American tradition, ‘to signify’ is to revise that which is received, altering the 

way it has been read, thereby redefining one’s relation to it. It is possible for a wide 

range of formal elements in drama, music, narrative, ritual or masquerade to be 

‘revised’ without destroying their relation to the original. As Drewal comments, 
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“some features would be retained or reproduced while others are ‘revised’ to be 

replaced, extended or embellished by other features” (1992:5). Revision thus disrupts 

the original signifier/signified equation and opens up both the form and content of 

the original to a wide range of possibilities. 

 

Repetition in the sense of ‘restored behavior’ is not so different from Gates’ (1988) 

notion of revision and Gadamer’s (1975) representation. Schechner (1985, 1988, 

2002) describes ‘restored behavior’ as the periodic repetition that is characteristic of 

all performance.  But such performance is not a mere recurrence but, in the words of 

Antonin Artaud : 

an expression does not have the same value twice, does not live two lives; … 

all words, once spoken, are dead and function only at the moment when they 

are uttered, … a form, once it has served its original purpose, cannot be used 

again, … and a gesture, once made, can never be made the same way twice 

(1958:75).  

Thus a performance, once repeated, is never quite the same as its ‘original’. It is a re-

working of known behaviours, of already practised actions. The restorative frame 

simply marks off the ‘restored behavior’ from ‘living behavior’. Like make-believe, 

‘restored behavior’ can therefore bring into play non-ordinary reality. It is a 

convention rooted in already known actions of life. As Schechner (2002) concludes, 

to become conscious of ‘restored behavior’ is to recognize the discursive process by 

which social systems, in all their multiple forms, are transformed into theatre. 

 

There appears to be close parallels between Drewal’s (1991, 1992) ‘repetition with 

critical difference’ and Sutton-Smith’s (1999, 2002) repetition as ‘adaptive 

variability’, which he also calls ‘adaptive potentiation’ or ‘recapitulation’.  In 

Drewal’ s (1991:41) view, repetition allows a paradoxical signalling of difference at 

the very heart of similarity, enabling it to reflect both cultural continuity and change. 

She gives the example of how a Yoruba ancestral masquerade was adapted by a 

masked performer to present a parody of the European tendency to display their 

affections publicly. Such satiric repetition also demonstrates how the adaptive 

potential in Yoruba masquerade enables them (i.e. the Yorubas), to comment on their 

experiences of Europeans. This somewhat in-built function in repetition that allows a 

‘critical difference’ to be continuously present gives it the quality of adaptive 
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variability (Sutton-Smith, 1997, 1999, 2001, 2002). Thus as a discursive frame of 

play, repetition creates an endless, dynamic and evolutionary to-and-fro movement. 

In Sutton-Smith’s (2002) view, repetition is the source of variable behavioural and 

mental possibilities that sometimes filter through play into everyday life. This 

recapitulatory element in play also explains the presence of different frames of play.  

 

How does repetition apply in theatre for development practice? Sutton-Smith (2002) 

points out that repetition provides play with its basic ludic map construction. The 

different types of incongruous repetitions such as ‘representation’, ‘revision’, 

‘restored behavior’ and ‘recapitulation’ reflect an underlying paradox between reality 

and unreality which then produces the ludic compromise of being repeatedly playful 

without risking the consequences of such action. Play’s function is basically that of 

joyful relaxation, but in theatre for development, its variant repetitions seem to be 

capitalized upon to provide, “some trickle-down of functional transfers – a kind of … 

adaptive potentiation” (Sutton-Smith, 2002:19). I will examine repetition as not only 

intended to entertain the co-players in theatre for development but also to act as 

different ways of rehearsing for action. 

 

3.4.5  Imitation 

The dividing line between imitation and repetition is quite thin. While the former 

tends to suggest an element of ‘copying’ from an original, the latter implies a 

‘revision’ as already discussed. But as conceptual frames of play, both reflect a 

similar dialectical relationship. Like repetition which does not denote mere 

recurrence, Gadamer (1975), Steinsholt and Traasdahl (2001) and Drewal (1991) 

point out that imitation also consists of such dynamic elements as emulation, 

recognition and transformation. In children’s games like mahumbwe (playing house), 

for instance, children do not simply imitate roles of ‘mother’ and ‘father’, but they 

emulate what they have recognized with a view to recreate on the basis of previous 

experiences. Mimesis, as Aristotle (see Butcher, 1951) called it, is therefore not just 

an act of copying or reproducing (see Bolton, 1992; O’Connor, 2003), it is a source 

of transformation.  

 

What is the nature of imitation as a discursive play frame?  One classical idea of art 

bases all works of art on imitation, which as Gadamer (1975) asserts, started with 
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play. ‘Reality’ is regarded as untransformed phenomena and art as the raising up of 

this ‘reality’ into a structure. Imitation becomes not a duplicate copy of that ‘reality’ 

but a bringing forth of something into existence, what Stephen Tyler calls, “the 

exterior visualization of an inner idea or feeling” (1987:4). But while Drewal (1991) 

seems to equate mimesis with repetition, I would like to adopt the Aristotelian notion 

of imitation as a semblance or likeness (Butcher, 1951). Thus music may be 

conceived as a rhythmic imitation of certain ethical qualities or emotional feelings. 

As S.H. Butcher (1951) has noted, music, in reflecting character also moulds and 

influences it. Even dance, as a vehicle of expression through rhythmic body 

movement, also imitates character, emotion and action. Hence imitation, in 

Aristotelian terms, is capable of producing, in the sense of bringing forth something 

that is more than the original. 

 

For Gadamer (1975), Steinsholt and Traasdahl (2001) and Erikson (1977), emulation 

is one of the transforming elements in imitation. New patterns and structures are 

usually created from previous experiences, traditions and history. The playing child 

pretends, or acts out something that has become familiar. By creating new patterns 

based on emulation, children will transfer the same patterns to other contexts. In the 

process, they are socialized into the adult world in a more meaningful way. Thus 

children develop their perceptions, values and identities through emulating others or 

things in their world. Eric Erikson (1976) compares children’s play construction with 

the dramatic performances of adults and concludes that, without play, ‘reality’, 

meaning the ordinary social structure, would be a prison of stereotyping. What 

‘reality’ needs is ‘actuality’, the leeway created by new forms of interplay. This 

means that in adulthood, individuals are engaged in creating, testing, or actualizing 

‘reality’ for each other based on the existing conditions of life. Thus for both children 

and adults, play has an identity creating function rooted in emulation. 

 

Imitation also leads to knowledge through the function of recognition. When  players 

imitate something, they produce what they have come to know in the way that they 

know it. For instance, putting on costume is a form of disguise which requires the 

recognition not of the costume itself but of something else beyond the costume. The 

costume may make the pleasant appear unpleasant, or the ugly appear beautiful, but 

the idea lies in knowing what it is that should be recognized in the imitation. In 
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Gadamer’s (1975) view, the imitation is not merely a second version, but a 

recognition in the sense that something else has been revealed. According to Clifford 

Geertz (1986), it is the ‘made thing’, the artifice, that models experience, therefore it 

is the copying that originates. 

 

 How does this ‘copying’ operate in theatre for development? Aristotle regarded 

imitative art as an expression of the universal element in human nature (see Butcher, 

1951). In the drama, the poetic imitation of life was believed to attain its perfect form 

because artists aimed to produce something better than the actual. In S.H. Butcher’s 

words, artists, “produce a new thing, not the actual thing of experience, not a copy of 

reality, but a higher reality, … the ideal is better than the real” (1951:142). Although 

differing in terms of time, space and context, the Aristotelian concept of imitation 

also seems appropriate to contemporary African popular theatre. Through imitation 

as a discursive play frame, theatre for development participants may seek to 

overcome the world of ordinary experience by striving to replace it with a ‘better’ 

reality. They might put their energy into creating mimetic images which they will 

then substitute for the unfavourable circumstances in which they find themselves. As 

Augusto Boal (1995) points out, the oppressed artist creates images of her real life, 

of her own oppressions. But these images which contain the same oppressions that 

exist in the real world will be, “aesthetically substantiated” (Boal, 1995:43). The 

element of imitation lies in the fact that the image is not a simple reproduction of 

reality but contains its own discursive dimensions.   

 

3.3.6  Improvisation   

Most of the ritual, dance, music, masking and storytelling in African theatrical 

performance happens so spontaneously that Drewal, after studying Yoruba ritual in 

Nigeria, came to the conclusion that : 

Most performers – maskers, dancers, singers, and drummers alike, have been 

trained from childhood in particular techniques enabling them to play 

spontaneously with learned in-body formulae (1991:43). 

Drewal (1991) goes further to define improvisation as the moment-to-moment 

manouvering based on acquired in-body techniques to achieve a particular effect or 

style of performance. In relation to play, I find its discursive strategies emerging 

from improvisation. Blatner and Blatner (1997) add that spontaneity, as a form of 
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improvised action, participates in the paradox of play. It questions, redefines and 

transcends structure itself. The question to be asked is how? 

 

The nature of improvisation as a discursive play frame may be observed in its role as 

a form of reflection-in-action. For instance, during song, dance, drumming and even 

storytelling, performers usually negotiate with each other within a competitive frame. 

These performance genres require reasonable mastery of not only the skill of 

delivery but also the logic of the action. It is not uncommon to find African singers, 

dancers, drummers and storytellers contesting with each other during performance. 

They seem to pressurize each other to the limits of their skill. Performers who fail to 

measure up find themselves sidelined while those with knowledge and skill take over 

the stage. In a way, there is a kind of theory being demonstrated through practice. 

The discursive process is participatory, transforming, competitive and interpretive. 

As Drewal (1991:43) observed among the Yoruba, the work of interpretation is often 

immediate and spontaneous because of the multilogics of performance, the 

interrelationships between the performers and between the various performative 

genres. Thus as functions of play, singing, dancing, drumming and storytelling 

engage the co-players in an intertextual improvisation and interpretation which 

enables them to ‘read’ the world from their own point of view. 

 

As an ongoing process of individual and collective reflection, improvisation also 

contains elements of adaptability and synthesis. In addition to the blending of 

different genres of performance, the spontaneous action can also incorporate new 

items that allow what Linda Hutcheon calls, “a formal dialogue of past and present” 

(1988:25). The typical feature of play is that it never settles but always renews itself 

(Steinsholt and Traasdahl, 2001). This self-renewing quality appears to be a 

consequence of the spontaneity that enables play to sustain itself. For instance, 

during my research on adaptations of Shona ritual dance (see Chinyowa, 2001b, 

2001c), I observed that indigenous dance forms managed to survive colonial 

repression by incorporating Western cultural practices. Because the Colonial Law 

and Order Maintenance Act (1969) prohibited any communal gatherings of ‘natives’ 

without official permission, Shona villagers began to improvise by incorporating new 

elements derived from Western Christianity. Thus the indigenous name of a popular 

fertility dance like mbende was changed to jerusarema, a name adapted from the 
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biblical city of Jerusalem. Villagers could easily disguise their ritual gatherings by 

welcoming the mudzviti (colonial administrator) with jerusarema dance – blowing 

indigenous horns, clapping, ululating and gyrating as they usually do during spirit 

possession rituals. Even the traditional ritual costume called fuko worn by ancestral 

spirit mediums was replaced by a new black and white cloth. The black and white 

colours were adapted from uniforms worn by Roman Catholic nuns. These 

synthesizing practices reflect the performers’ assessment of the prevailing context 

and the options available to them. As Drewal (1991) comments, it is the 

improvisation which places performance squarely within the domain of play, 

generating multiple and simultaneous discourses. Gates (1988) also remarks that both 

Signifyin(g) and improvisation are formal manifestations of a tradition of rhetorical 

play in cultural performance practices. 

 

How does this improvising apply to theatre for development? As a discursive frame, 

improvisation lies at the heart of the playing process itself. It is the improvising, the 

spontaneous spirit, that engages the co-players, drawing them into the action, 

articulating new role relationships and generating patterns of participation, 

contradiction and integration. My observations indicate that most of the training and 

facilitating work that goes on in theatre for development workshops tend to be ways 

of learning to improvise. One can hardly separate the concept of play from its 

improvisational frame. The adaptation of cultural performance texts in theatre for 

development practice shows how improvisation can be deployed to not only 

transform the texts themselves but also to negotiate change within the participants. It 

appears as if the tenuous, incomplete and incoherent character of life itself requires 

that theatre for development players come to understand improvisation as a 

transformative discursive strategy.      

 

3.4.7  Domestication 

Play, according to Eugen Fink (in Handelman, 1990:68), is always a confrontation 

with being. It aims to construct a form of ludic alternative to existential reality. For 

Handelman (1990), the serious unseriousness of play, the very absence of gravity, 

has relevance to human existence. It confronts the forces of uncertainty and 

indeterminacy and intervenes to bring forth people’s need to acquire some measure 

of control over their lives. Yet, perhaps because play itself is a medium that remains 
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paradoxical in its logics of design, its fluid, shifting and evanescent frames often 

leave it without the capacity to stabilize itself. As Handelman observed : 

Unlike ourselves, and our purposive beliefs that order can be made, and made 

to progress inexorably by the (removal) of forces of uncertainty, other people 

… utilize these dangerous forces to precariously undo and redo social order 

(1990:67).  

Handelman (1990) further asserts that once play is dominated by the domestication 

of uncertainty, weighty social realities or problems are diminished in their impact 

since they are seen as frivolous, if not inconsequential.  

 

The same cultural forms that act as functions of play may, ironically enough, be used 

for manipulative reasons. As Ross Kidd (1980) elaborates, people’s cultural 

resources can be appropriated to express ideas and viewpoints that are against their 

interests. Either for the sake of keeping people under a rigid code of behaviour or for 

other propaganda purposes, play may be used to involve people in their own 

domestication. The idea will be to make them accept their situation without much 

critical reflection. They gradually get integrated into the dominant system under the 

rubric of local participation. According to Huizinga, when play forms are used for 

other social or political designs, they become “false play” (1955:205). They have all 

the appearance of play but their tendencies remain steeped in what Huizinga calls 

‘puerilism’, a form of manipulative recreation. Instead of creating possibilities for the 

people concerned, Thomas Henricks remarks that false play constructs “a reality of 

its own type” (in Roopnarine, 2002:50).  

 

If domestication is taken as a discursive play frame, what are the implications for 

theatre for development? Play allows people to negotiate development through 

methods adapted from their own cultural frames of reference. However, when such 

play is inhibited, its purpose as a public forum through which participants seek to 

address and redress their problems, concerns and desires is defeated. In Henrick’s 

(2002) view, when the play frame is administered from above, not from below, life is 

no longer played, rather ‘true play’ is consigned to a marginal position. Thus when 

transferred to theatre for development practice, the domesticative play frame seems 

to lack dialogue, destroy participation and promotes top-down communication. It 
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tends to impose a centrally determined, vertically structured and dependent approach 

to development. 

 

3.5  Conclusion  
In this chapter, I have proposed that the aesthetic for African popular theatre is 

rooted in play, known as mutambo in the Shona language. I have argued that 

mutambo itself operates in accordance with Bateson’s (1972, 1976) paradox, ‘this is 

play’, by means of which the co-players engage in a meta-communicative 

‘authoring’ of their lives. It is through the adaptation of the multiple features and 

discursive frames of play and their synthesis with other art forms, that African 

theatre for development tends to express itself. But the problem for theatre for 

development, as Desai (1991) acknowledged, has been how to come up with a 

conceptual framework that is understood by the people. I have examined play as a 

cultural phenomenon capable of being applied to theatre for development contexts. 

Play can therefore be taken as an aesthetic medium through which the people express 

themselves in their encounter with the challenges of development. As Geertz (1986) 

has noted, whatever sense we have of how things stand with other people’s lives, we 

gain it through their expressions, representations or performances.    

 

From the different discursive frames that I have considered, namely paradox, make-

believe, liminality, flow, repetition, imitation, improvisation and domestication, I 

cannot claim that they can all be reduced to one inclusive model. Neither can I claim 

that these frames are exhaustive of all modes of play. My intention in this study was 

to find out how these and other discursive play frames manifest themselves as 

aesthetic discourse in African theatre for development. I regarded theatre for 

development as a communicative medium for the cultural dimension of development. 

I took a cue from Sutton-Smith’s (2002:242) suggestion that it is appropriate to stop 

thinking of play as a unified kind of activity. Rather, play is better understood 

according to its multiple divergent frames. I also adopted Boal’s (2002) notion of the 

aesthetic space and explored theatre for development as a transformation of art (i.e. 

theatre) into life and vice versa.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

When I was growing up as a young boy in an African rural village, I was exposed to 

different cultural performances like indigenous children’s games, ancestral rituals, 

storytelling, poetic recitals, music, song and dance. At that time, I viewed these 

performances as nothing more than a given way of life.  It was only later, when I was 

teaching African drama at the University of Zimbabwe, that I increasingly began to 

realize that the cultural performances stood for something more than themselves. The 

actual ‘breakthrough’ came in July 1998 when I was offered funding to present a 

paper at the International Drama and Theatre in Education Association (IDEA) 

Congress held at the small lakeside resort town of Kisumu in Kenya in July 1998. 

My paper focused on the educative role of traditional and modern children’s games 

in Zimbabwe. My experience at the IDEA ’98 Congress opened a whole ‘new world’ 

for me. It intensified my interest in African theatrical performance, not only as an art 

form, but also as a function of human pedagogy. Beginning with the publication of 

my IDEA ’98 paper in the NADIE journal in 1999, I subsequently published other 

articles on African theatrical performance as a mode of cultural expression (see 

Chinyowa, 2000, 2001a, 2001b, 2001c, 2001d, 2001e).   

 

But when I embarked on the present study, my cultural upbringing and research 

interest in African cultural performances turned out to be more of a liability than an 

asset. I seemed to have become so familiar with these indigenous theatrical modes 

that I felt as if I was attempting to study some already-known forms. But as John 

Creswell and Dana Miller (2000) point out with reference to researcher reflexivity as 

a validity criterion, it is important for researchers to acknowledge their entering 

beliefs, assumptions and biases to allow readers to understand their positions, and 

then to suspend or bracket these biases as the study proceeds. Thus during my field 

research on the aesthetic in African theatre for development, especially its 

communicative role in what has come to be called the ‘cultural dimension of 

development’ (see Warren, Slikkerveer and Brokensha, 1995; Tucker, 1997; Semali 

and Kincheloe, 1999; Escobar, 1995), I had to avoid the risk of simply confirming 

my own self-fulfilling prophecies. It took me a few weeks in the field to be able to 
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create the necessary distance between my previous cultural experience and my 

current critical inquiry. By searching for the ‘right questions’ instead of the ‘right 

answers’, I tried to let the data speak for itself, what Nita Cherry (1997:78) calls 

‘critical subjectivity’. 

 

In the field, my choice of research methodology was the ethnography of performance 

(see Turner, 1982, 1988; Conquergood, 1985; McCall, 2000) which I found to be a 

process-based and participatory research method for investigating an artistic medium 

that has close links with people’s lived experience. The idea of an ethnography of 

performance began with American anthropologist Erving Goffman’s (1959) proposal 

for researchers to ‘read’ society dramaturgically, to look at those parts of lived 

experience that were ‘staged’. Later anthropologists like Victor Turner elaborated the 

concept to include the notion of reflexivity whereby people come to know 

themselves better “through observing and/or participating in performances generated 

and presented by another set of human beings” (1988:80). In Norman Denzin’s 

(1992:138) view, everyday life can be understood through the mass-mediated 

performances that make imagined reality more ‘real’ than the real. It is therefore 

possible to decode and render accessible the culturally specific signs, symbols, 

behaviours, language and experiences of informants using recognisable performance 

practices.  

 

Through the ethnography of performance, research takes place as a text-in-

performance. Culture can be regarded as a performative act, a verb not a noun. 

Research becomes more of a collaborative process rather than the mere gathering of 

information. Informants are involved in constructing their own performance texts as 

co-performers in each other’s lives. Andrea Cornwall and Rachel Jewkes (1995:166-

167) point out that the researched come to be regarded as knowledgeable actors 

while the researcher may take different roles as facilitator, catalyst, observer and/or 

participant. As participants, the informants become subjects rather than objects of the 

research process. They are closely implicated in exploring, reflecting and interpreting 

their own situation, and taking action to transform their condition. 

 

How does African theatre for development come into the idea of the ethnography of 

performance? Thomas Weisner asserts that “Ethnography should be the most 
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important method in the study of human development because it ensures that the 

cultural place (or context) will be incorporated into understanding development” 

(1996:306). The beliefs, practices, meanings and interactional systems of a culture 

are brought to bear on development. Ruth Finnegan adds that the ‘performance’ 

dimension of ethnography is a fundamental key to human communication and action, 

“often centred round the concept of drama” (1996:91). In Finnegan’s (1996) view, 

this is because, as specific acts of communication, the performances are marked out 

by ‘a heightened and framed quality’. It is possible to infer, therefore, that 

ethnographic research can make use of this ‘framed quality’, what has also been 

referred to as a ‘mediating frame’ of symbols and cultural meanings (Taylor, 

2002:4), in the investigation of performance as a mode of development 

communication. Thus in collecting and analyzing data, I focused on this framing 

device rooted in African theatrical performance, which among the Shona speaking 

people of Zimbabwe is popularly called mutambo (play) to find out how it acts as an 

aesthetic discourse when applied to theatre for development contexts (see Chapter 3). 

I have adopted Michel Foucault’s use of the term ‘discourse’ to refer to “how 

historically and culturally located systems of power/knowledge construct subjects 

and their worlds” (in Denzin and Lincoln, 2000:493). Since I had not yet fully 

conceptualised the discursive role of play as an aesthetic discourse when I went into 

the field, I was referring to it, interchangeably, as either ‘orality’ or ‘oral aesthetic’ 

during the time of research. In this chapter, my use of the term ‘aesthetic’ will 

therefore incorporate the oral performance dimension of play.  

     

My initial intention was to begin by revisiting the aesthetic in its indigenous cultural 

performance context in the rural countryside. I wanted to put aside my past 

observations for a while and find out how the aesthetic acts as a function of cultural 

communication before being applied to theatre for development practice. But this 

intention was not quite successful due mainly to the unstable political situation 

prevailing in Zimbabwe at the time. I had decided that my own rural home in 

Marondera district, about seventy five kilometres to the east of the capital city, 

Harare, would be a most convenient and appropriate starting point. My first visit on 

31 August, 2002, awakened me to the difficulties of the task ahead. Without delving 

too much into politics, I soon came to realize that even the rural folk had become 

politicized. Soon after the controversial outcome of the presidential elections in 
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March, 2002, the ruling party, ZANU (PF) had vigilante groups, popularly known as 

‘war veterans’, who were carrying out a ‘cleansing’ exercise to rid the party’s rural 

support base of suspected opposition party elements (see IRIN News, 8 September, 

2003). ‘Strangers’ were liable for questioning which could easily degenerate into 

torture and violence (see Chapter 8). To compound the volatile political situation, I 

also realized that the rural folk were also reeling from the adverse effects of a severe 

drought. Some families were going for as long as five days without eating the local 

staple food called sadza (a kind of thick porridge) because they had no maize meal. 

Thus cultural performances like storytelling, dancing, singing and drumming that 

usually characterize the rural countryside during the post-harvest period from July to 

October were conspicuous by their absence. In the midst of such hunger, starvation 

and poverty, it was apparent that, for many of the rural folks, there was nothing to 

celebrate. On my return from the rural home to Harare, I began to figure out how I 

could possibly adjust my research focus. The option was to search for the aesthetic 

not so much in the indigenous cultural performances but through its manifestations in 

theatre for development workshops. For security reasons, I only managed to make a 

few research trips to other rural areas in the company of people who were known in 

those areas.  

 

The new shift in approach meant that I had to identify specific popular theatre groups 

that would constitute the focus of my research. Although I wanted to select those 

theatre groups that offered more scope for studying the aesthetic, my initial choices 

were random since I was not familiar with what the various theatre groups offered. 

As will be discussed later in Chapter 8, the theatre groups differed in their use of the 

aesthetic. While some tended to remain closely inclined towards the literary theatre 

art tradition (see Etherton, 1988; Kerr, 1995), others were shifting towards using the 

aesthetic as a framing device in their workshops. It was only after carrying out a 

random sampling exercise that I was able to settle on specific target groups that 

seemed to be employing the aesthetic. These groups eventually became my case 

studies. Scholars have pointed out several advantages of combining ethnography 

with a qualitative case study approach (see Merriam, 1988; Lincoln and Guba, 1981, 

1985; Yin, 1984; Adelman, Jenkins and Kemmis, 1983). Apart from allowing a 

researcher to achieve an understanding of the phenomenon, or ‘the case’ being 

studied, it also enables the phenomenon to be observed, described and interpreted in 
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its existing context (Yin, 1984). The phenomenon can be studied as a process, or ‘an 

instance in action’, in order to reveal its properties in relation to the area or field 

being studied. Although I incorporated other data collection methods into the notion 

of ethnographic case study, participant observation, which Erve Chambers describes 

as “the mainstay of the ethnographic technique” (2003:393), remained my primary 

research method for gathering data.  

 

For each ethnographic case study, I adopted the following methodological 

framework for data analysis : 

• Framing : identifying a particular situation, or ‘case’, in which the aesthetic 

was being investigated, for instance a popular theatre workshop.  

• Capturing : observing, identifying and locating the defining features and 

discursive frames of the aesthetic within the particular context. 

• Bracketing : extracting and reducing the features and frames of the aesthetic 

so that its essential manifestations may be revealed.  

• Crystallizing : sifting the extracted data to determine the recurring patterns 

of the aesthetic for closer analysis. The crystallizing process made it possible 

to gain access to multiple perspectives on the aesthetic, including contrary or 

contesting points of  view. 

• Interpreting : examining the meaning of key words, phrases or statements 

that refer to the aesthetic; analysing the views of participants, practitioners 

and other stakeholders; and formulating hypotheses from what had emerged 

from the findings.   

As far as possible, I wanted to come up with a thick description of manifestations of 

the aesthetic in each case study based on the different ethnographic techniques that I 

had chosen. Norman Denzin has defined thick description as a, “deep, dense, detailed 

account of problematic experiences” (1988:83). Clifford Geertz’ (1983) regards thick 

description as a method of interpreting social systems through ‘clinical inference’, 

that is by not beginning with a set of presumptions or predictions but with questions 

on the nature of cultural signification. Geertz (1983) explains that thick description 

enables us to gain access to the conceptual world in which subjects live so that we 

can, in some way, converse with them. Therefore ‘thick description’ enables the 

researcher to account for those ethnographic experiences that focus on ‘the key 
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turning point moments’ in people’s lives (see Denzin, 1988; Geertz, 1975; Merriam, 

1988) such as those associated with theatre for development practice. Denzin uses 

the term epiphanies to describe, “those interactional moments that leave marks on 

people’s lives, (and) have the potential to create transformational experiences” 

(1988:15).  

    

My first case study was the Children’s Performing Arts Workshop (CHIPAWO), a 

thriving young people’s theatre organisation based in Harare. My interest in 

CHIPAWO started when I was preparing a workshop on African story, song and 

dance which I subsequently co-presented with Christopher Odhiambo during the 

National Drama Conference held at the University of York in the United Kingdom 

from 16 to 20 April, 2000. When I got in touch with Robert McLaren, the 

organisation’s administrative director, I learnt that CHIPAWO was due to hold a 

three week training course on African performing arts for its newly formed Academy 

of Arts Education from 4 to 26 August 2002. I decided to register for the course 

because it seemed to provide an opportunity to study the aesthetic in action. The 

course offered basic theoretical and practical training in various aspects of African 

performing arts such as : 

• playing the marimba (percussion) instrument and learning its musical 

notation. 

• learning how to beat the African drum.  

• practising traditional songs and dances that accompany different types of 

drum-beats. 

• working with children in storytelling, song, dance and games. 

• learning some playwriting techniques using the DACT - SMEDJ formula (i.e. 

Dialogue, Action, Costume, Time, Space, Movement, Emotion, (Stage) 

Directions and Gesture) 

At the end of the course, McLaren asked me to prepare a report on the workshop as a 

form of feedback. One of my criticisms was that while the workshop itself offered a 

high potential for learning the African performing arts, students were expected to 

grasp too much practical knowledge within a short period of three weeks. However 

for purposes of my research, I found the experience to be an invaluable source of 

data on the aesthetic in its diverse modes. My practical training in African 

 52



drumming, music, song, dance and narrative provided me with insights into 

indigenous approaches to such aesthetic framing devices as improvisation, make-

believe, imitation and repetition as described in my conceptual framework (see 

Chapter 3). As Jurgen Friedricks and Harmut Ludtke (1975) have noted with 

reference to standardized participant observation, the more researchers are prepared 

to give of themselves, the more people will come to accept them and the more they 

will learn the answers without even having to ask questions.  

 

The familiarity and trust that I had gained in CHIPAWO enabled me to observe four 

of their live performances, namely Dangerous Animal, Tsitsi, Dhongi raSabhuku 

Mangwende (Mr Mangwende’s Donkey) and Mutongi Gava (Jackal the Judge). 

Since some of the performances had little to do with development, I selected only 

those that were relevant to the focus of my study. For instance, one of the 

performances that I had the opportunity to become involved in during both the 

rehearsal phase and the final production held on 4 October, 2002, at the USAid 

(United States Agency for International Development) complex in Harare was 

entitled Dangerous Animal. This performance, like other CHIPAWO performances 

such as Mutongi Gava (Jackal the Judge), which I have examined in more detail in 

Chapter 8, and Dhongi raSabhuku Mangwende (Mr Mangwende’s Donkey) were 

conscious adaptations of the African storytelling tradition. The central character in 

Dangerous Animal, a 12 year old girl child named Shupikai, cannot concentrate in 

class because she has become a parent-substitute to her three siblings, Simba, Simon 

and Tariro. I observed that the mixed audience was quite touched when Shupikai 

lamented saying, ‘I am only a child. I need a mother. I need a father. Death is so 

unfair’. At this point, a masked monster, signifying the HIV/AIDS disease, enters the 

open stage dancing a popular masquerade dance called gure. Together with her 

schoolmates, Shupikai tried to get rid of this ‘dangerous animal’, but they were too 

frightened to confront it. In aesthetic terms, Dangerous Animal made use of meta-

communicative elements derived from African cultural performances such as ritual, 

dance, song, narrative and masquerade.  

 

For my second ethnographic case study, I decided to research on three of the several 

urban popular theatre groups based in Harare, namely Zvido Arts, Vhuka Africa 

Performing Arts and Mabvuku Cultural Drama Club. My intention was to find out 
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how they applied the aesthetic in their workshops. I became part of James Jingo’s 

four member theatre group, Vhuka Africa, when they were rehearsing his solo 

scripted piece entitled One Against Six in a community hall located in the high 

density suburb of Highfields in Harare. It was my experience with Jingo’s group that 

caused me to become rather disillusioned by what I thought to be an absence of the 

aesthetic in urban popular theatre. I began to feel as if I was trapped between my 

failure to go out into the rural countryside for political reasons and the current 

impasse that seemed to lack what I was investigating. I had hoped to see how the 

aesthetic manifested itself in urban popuar theatre performances. Most of the groups 

that I observed tended to simply script and rehearse their plays with an ‘imagined 

community’ in mind, then looked for a funding agency to help them go on a 

‘community’ tour. In some cases such as the Mabvuku Cultural Drama Club and 

Zvido Arts, the funding agency would instruct the group to come up with a 

development-oriented performance. More often than not, the impact of such donor-

driven ‘community’ theatre on the target audience appeared negligible. For example, 

Jingo’s production, One Against Six, had a powerful message for the urban worker 

who feels dispossessed by numerous deductions from his or her meagre wages. The 

six major deductions were income tax, pension fund, AIDS levy, drought levy, social 

security contributions and trade union fees. As a result, the worker could hardly 

make ends meet, hence the title of the play. When I watched a preview of this mainly 

dialogue-driven performance at Cecil Jennings Hall in Highfields on 5 November, 

2002, I observed that the local ‘township’ audience simply took it for another form of 

popular entertainment, not a means of empowering the urban worker.  

 

What was the cause of such a crisis? And, how did I try to salvage the situation? 

Urban theatre tends to fall within the ‘literary’ rather than ‘popular’ theatre paradigm 

in the sense that it relies on individual playwrights writing their own scripts and 

performing these before a ‘passive’ audience. This is different from having a popular 

theatre group improvising an ‘unfinished script’ that will be produced together with, 

or by, a participating audience (see Mda, 1993; Musa, 1998; Etherton, 1982, 1988; 

Kerr, 1995). When problems are identified, scripted and supposedly ‘solved’ by 

professional or amateur artists without the input of the local community, the 

workshop process tends to be characteristic of the ‘top-down’ approach to 

development communication, what Everett Rogers (1962) calls ‘the diffusion of 
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innovations’ model. Bala Musa explains that the intention of such a model is “to 

control and manipulate rather than promote dialogue” (1998:138) with the audience. 

When I was observing rehearsals of the three popular theatre groups that I had 

selected for my second case study, I was struck by their rather convocationary 

tendency of wanting to set the development agenda for the audience without 

involving them in dialogue and action.  

 

However, as I continued to search for the aesthetic, I was somewhat relieved to come 

across a few urban popular theatre groups like Alternative Savanna Arts and 

University of Zimbabwe Theatre that were applying elements of the aesthetic in their 

workshops. I decided to make these two groups my third ethnographic case study. 

My first encounter with Alternative Savanna Arts was when I saw them perform a 

human rights play entitled Vana Vana (Children are Children) at the International 

Book Fair in the Harare Gardens on 3 August 2002. Although the group, in 

collaboration with Tendayi Drama Club, had already ‘workshopped’ and performed 

Vana Vana on Human Rights Day on 19 November 2001, I had the opportunity of 

observing Alternative Savanna Arts rehearsing for a commissioned play on the 

empowerment of church youth. I also managed to interview the group’s leader, 

Daniel Maposa, and secure a video copy of Vana Vana from the sponsors. Vana 

Vana had been jointly commissioned by six United Nations agencies based in 

Harare. Since I have examined this performance, including the group’s workshop 

process in Chapter 8, I may only point out that Vana Vana makes use of aesthetic 

frames drawn from indigenous children’s games, narrative, song and dance. 

Although I did not have an opportunity to observe the University of Zimbabwe 

Theatre either rehearsing or performing live, I relied on interviews and informal 

discussions with the co-directors, Owen Seda and Ethel Dhlamini-Maqeda, who are 

fellow colleagues at the University of Zimbabwe. When I watched three video 

versions of their work, it was evident that the aesthetic was manifest in their 

approach to popular theatre. I have analysed one of their performances entitled 

Tinoendepi? (Where do we go now?) in Chapter 8.  

 

To minimize the possibility of researcher bias and increase empirical objectivity (see 

Schwandt and Halpern, 1988; Creswell and Miller, 2000), especially for those 

performances in which I had the least opportunity to participate or observe, I sought 
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the assistance of my co-analyzer, Paul Stevenson (see Appendix 3) in analysing the 

video versions of both Vana Vana and Tinoendepi? According to Creswell and 

Miller (2000), another lens for increasing validity and rigour in qualitative research is 

to have someone external to the project. The co-researcher, who Creswell and Miller 

prefer to call “peer reviewer” (2000:128), can serve as a sounding board for ideas, 

challenge the researcher’s assumptions and help to push the analysis process to the 

next step. From watching and discussing the videos with Paul Stevenson, I was able 

to gain more insights than what I had previously found on my own. For instance, in 

one of our discussions based on a video version of Vana Vana, Paul Stevenson’s 

view on the scene in which child soldiers were recruited for armed combat was as 

follows : 

The audience applauds here. They are applauding the actor’s performance of 

this rousing speech. I suspect that underneath they are feeling guilty at their 

applause. They obviously disagree strongly with the ideas the actor has 

expressed but they are delighted with the girl’s presentation. Here the 

aesthetic layers are pulling in opposite directions. The deep irony is that these 

kids have got this audience of adults to applaud a child advocating (in play) 

the recruitment of child soldiers. This is an excellent example of Vygotsky’s 

‘dual affect’. All of this is the product of play’s ambiguity (see Appendix 3, 

p. A35-36). 

This contribution enabled me to come up with multiple layers of ambiguity like 

hypocrisy, duplicity, irony, sarcasm, disguise and deceit that were operating in the 

scene (see Chapter 8). It also affirmed my observations on the use of paradox and 

inversion as discursive frames through which the aesthetic seems to subvert the 

existing social order. 

 

The last phase of my ethnographic case study was something like a ‘breakthrough’ 

in terms of my search for the aesthetic in popular theatre, though it came rather 

late. Elvas Mari from the National Arts Council in Harare had referred me to the 

Centre for Applied Social Sciences (CASS) of the University of Zimbabwe who 

were co-ordinating an Integrated Rural Development Program funded by the W. F. 

Kellogg Foundation. The program involved nine rural districts that had been selected 

from six Southern African countries, namely Zimbabwe, Botswana, Mozambique, 

Swaziland, Lesotho and South Africa. I became more interested in CASS when I  
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learnt that they were working in collaboration with Amakhosi Theatre Productions,  

one of the country’s leading urban popular theatre groups based in the city of  

Bulawayo. The Centre for Applied Social Sciences (CASS) had engaged Amakhosi  

Theatre to assist them (CASS) in using theatre to engage and mobilize rural  

communities for public policy dialogue on HIV/AIDS. My subsequent association 

with CASS through its program manager, Lindiwe Majele Sibanda (see Appendix 

14, p. A87), enabled me to connect with Cont Mhlanga, the founding artistic director 

of Amakhosi Theatre. I was pleasantly surprised with this sudden turn of events 

because, previously, I had tried to contact Amakhosi Theatre without success. As 

events unfolded, I took advantage of the CASS/Amakhosi connection to collect data 

on what Mhlanga called, ‘Theatre for Community Action’ (TCA), a form of  

integrated theatre for development initiative. 

 

The Integrated Rural Development Program had already been launched in the 

Bulilima-Mangwe district of Zimbabwe on 1 September 2002 before I had linked up 

with both CASS and Amakhosi Theatre. Bulilima-Mangwe district is located in the 

southern province of Matebeleland where most Ndebele speaking people live. The 

majority of Ndebeles were not part of the ruling party’s political support base, hence 

there was less threat from the ruling party’s vigilante groups in the area. The only 

problem that I faced was that of language barrier since it is a Ndebele speaking 

community. But fortunately, most of the TCA participants could speak my dialect, 

Shona, and, in any case, the language of theatre itself is dynamic. It can cut across 

language barriers because of its embodied nature. From my research on Amakhosi’s 

TCA approach, I was able to observe how the theatre can become a ‘laboratory’ for 

involving the grassroots in researching, designing, implementing and sustaining their 

own development. When I observed the two performances on HIV/AIDS, namely 

Vikela I and Vikela II, prepared and performed by the Bulilima-Mangwe Community 

Theatre group after being trained by Amakhosi Theatre, I began to realize how the 

aesthetic can enable participants to address sensitive issues such as gender, sexuality, 

power and identity quite freely. I also learnt that when rural communities became 

‘partners’ in development, the development process itself can be turned into part of 

their way of life. I have examined Vikela I and Vikela II in Chapter 9 to show why I 

regard TCA as an effective approach to integrated rural development.   
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While participant observation enabled me to investigate “the real processes of 

interaction in their natural setting” (Friedricks and Ludtke, 1975:83), not everything 

could be observed without such limitations as ‘subjective bias’ and ‘selective 

perception’ (Holloway and Wheeler, 2002). This necessitated the use of other 

methods of inquiry to validate the data that I had obtained through participant 

observation. For this reason, I incorporated other research methods such as 

interviews, documents and the use of a logbook within the framework of participant 

observation. As H. F. Wolcott (1994) has pointed out, data collection strategies for 

ethnographic researchers include ‘experiencing’ through participant observation, 

‘enquiring’ by means of interviews and ‘examining’ by studying different types of 

documentary materials. I will now describe how these other methods of inquiry 

enabled me to collect more data. 

 

(i)  Interviews 

My case study observations of the various popular theatre groups discussed above 

were starting points for structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews. 

According to Sharan Merriam (1988), structured interviews have questions 

determined ahead of time, semi-structured interviews are more open-ended and less 

structured and unstructured interviews are more conversational and exploratory. In 

my interviews with informants, I mainly used the semi-structured type because it 

allowed me to respond to the divergent views of informants without losing track of 

my focus.  For selection of interviewees, I chose those whom I considered as key 

representatives of the popular theatre groups, and also people whom I thought might 

have knowledge of what I was investigating. As Merriam elaborates, respondents are 

selected “on the basis of what they can contribute to the researcher’s understanding 

of the phenomenon under study” (1988:76). To avoid the possibility of affecting the 

views of those informants not accustomed to interviews such as ordinary members of 

the community, I resorted to informal conversations. I was able to hold interviews 

with a number of experienced theatre practitioners, including pioneers of the African 

theatre for development movement during the 1970s. These include such figures as 

Ngugi wa Mirii, one of the co-facilitators of the famous Kamiriithu workshop in 

Kenya and long-standing artistic director of the Zimbabwe Association of 

Community Theatre; Stephen Chifunyise, one of the organisers of the Chalimbana 

workshop in Zambia and the current chairman of the Children’s Performing Arts 
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Workshop (CHIPAWO); and Christopher Kamlongera, founder of the University of 

Malawi Travelling Theatre and current director of the Southern African 

Development Council’s Communication for Development Centre in Harare. 

  

L.A. Dexter (1970) asserts that the process of interviewing itself is a social 

phenomenon which can profitably be conducted reflectively. This implies that the 

interviewer remains sensitive to the verbal and non-verbal nuances being conveyed 

by the informant. In my interviews, I tried to listen with keen interest while posing 

reflective questions to interviewees. In some cases I found myself having to rephrase 

and reflect back to the informants what they seemed to be expressing and to 

summarize their remarks in order to ensure that I understood their points of view 

(Whyte, 1982). For instance, when I interviewed Cont Mhlanga, as artistic director of 

Amakhosi Theatre, my approach was both reflective and interpretive as follows : 

Kennedy (Me) : … My first question is on the term Theatre for Community 

Action (TCA). Why do you prefer to use that term instead of Theatre for 

Development (TfD)? 

Cont Mhlanga (CM) :  I have problems with the term Theatre for 

Development because, for me, development sounds like a thing with a 

beginning and an end. Now when you apply that term to the situation in my 

village, it will be like something you can measure in time. I mean something 

that can be measured in quantitative terms. But with me, I’m looking in terms 

of a process that doesn’t stop. 

Me : You mean an ongoing process? 

CM : Yeah, that’s right. I’m looking at theatre as an ongoing process, a part 

of everyday activity.  

Me : Which doesn’t end with ‘development’ theories, something that goes on 

and on. 

CM : Because people are always in action in many different ways. We are at 

breakfast now, so we are in action. When we are eating dinner or singing, for 

me, we are in action. So when I say for action, I mean everything that you do 

has something to do with the performing arts as a process of action. 

Me : Thank you. Does this make development just one of the things that may 

result from the action? 
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CM : Yeah, for me its something like that. It is the result of action. 

Everything is action (see Appendix 10, p. A61-62). 

The data I collected from this reflective type of questioning enabled me to not only 

obtain the type of information I required but also helped to establish rapport with 

most of the respondents. As Merriam (1988) has noted, the researcher presupposes 

that the respondent has something to contribute, has had an experience worth 

sharing, and has an opinion of interest to the researcher. In Mhlanga’s case, my 

interpretation of his idea of the aesthetic in theatre for development was that of ‘an 

ongoing process of action expressed in performance as a daily activity’. 

  

(ii)  Documents 

I also relied on existing documents in order to collect data on those workshops that I 

was not able to observe in the field. Merriam describes documents as “forms of data 

not gathered through interviews or observations” (1988:105). Although qualitative 

case study emphasizes the generation of data through the use of the human 

instrument as in participant observation and interviews, Y. S. Lincoln and E.G. Guba 

(1981) argue that documents have their own advantages as well as limitations. They 

are easily accessible and cost effective. Their focus is often grounded within the 

context of the case being studied. Unlike observations and interviews, documents are 

a permanent source of information. They are not affected by the subjective presence 

of the researcher, hence remain ‘objective’ instruments of inquiry, what has been 

called “non-reactive measures” (Webb, et al, 1981:ix).  

 

Examples of documentary materials that I used in this study include videotapes on 

Tinoendepi? (Where do we go now?) by the University of Zimbabwe Theatre and on 

Mutongi Gava (Jackal the Judge) by the Children’s Performing Arts Workshop. I 

also used journal entries and manuscripts prepared by Amakhosi Theatre and the 

Centre for Applied Social Sciences (CASS) on TCA workshops carried out with the 

Bulilima-Mangwe community. However, when using these documentary materials, I 

took into account the fact that such data was not developed for my specific research 

purposes. Moreover, it was not easy to determine their accuracy. I therefore had to 

assess, as far as possible, the extent to which these documents could be relevant to 

my research. But in spite of these limitations, I found the data from documents to be 

as valid as what I obtained from interviews. In the same way that I used interviews to 
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elicit information that I could not access such as informant’s thoughts, feelings and 

intentions, documents too helped me to obtain information that could not be easily 

retrieved or replicated.  

 

(iii) Logbook 

Philip Taylor notes that the logbook is “the tool for demonstrating the evolving 

understanding of particular phenomena” (2003:124). It is the researcher’s 

sourcebook in the sense of keeping a record of the evolving patterns and 

relationships emerging from what is being observed or investigated. Perhaps J. 

Lofland is more blunt on the purpose of keeping a logbook : 

All the fun of actually being out and about monkeying around in some setting 

must also be met by cloistered rigor in committing to paper – and therefore to 

future usefulness – what has taken place (1971:103-104). 

I particularly found the logbook invaluable when it came to recording workshop 

processes and for reflecting on events and situations that I had observed. For 

instance, during the training workshop on African performing arts with CHIPAWO 

that I mentioned earlier, my logbook became the source of most of the reflections 

that I included in the final workshop report. 

 

The logbook also became my field guide for reflecting on interviews and group 

discussions, recording key statements from informants and commenting on 

observations from popular theatre workshops. I was able to keep track of what I was 

researching. The following is an example of one of my logbook entries : 

9 October 2002 : I observed Mabvuku Drama Club based in Harare. They  

were rehearsing an anti-corruption drama entitled Mufakose (Double trouble) 

which had been commissioned by Transparency International, a local human 

rights organisation. The group leader, Anthony, began by reading 

Transparency  International’s comments on their previous rehearsal. The 

group shared views on how to improve their drama, especially how to 

incorporate solutions to corruption in line with their sponsor’s requirements. 

They then rehearsed the first three episodes, pausing for comments after each 

episode. They asked me to give comments on how to improve their drama. I 

gave suggestions on how they could work on form in order to make the 
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performance more appealing to their target audience (Extract from Personal 

Logbook). 

But from subsequent visits to this group, I realised that they were more concerned 

with following the agenda as set down for them by their sponsor than to worry about 

matters of form and technique. The experience gave me some insight into the nature 

of donor-driven popular theatre and how the spirit of commercialism tends to 

undermine its impact on the mass urban audience. 

 

In what ways did these other methods of inquiry contribute to my investigation into 

the nature of the aesthetic in theatre for development? According to Norman Denzin 

(1989), the use of multiple methods of collecting data is a validity procedure that 

requires the triangulation of the different sources of information to find their 

recurring and/or contesting patterns . L. Richardson (1994) uses the term 

‘crystallization’ to describe the procedure of applying a variety of lenses in data 

collection and analysis. By triangulating and crystalizing the multiple forms of data, I 

was able to obtain both corroborative and contesting evidence regarding the aesthetic 

in popular theatre. For instance, while practitioners like Ngugi wa Mirii expressed 

interest in understanding the aesthetic as a possible means of making popular theatre 

more relevant to the people, others like Robert McLaren felt that the aesthetic was 

simply a matter of choice for the theatre director (see Appendix 9, p. A55). As 

Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (2003) have asserted, the use of a collection of 

methods reduces the effect of the peculiar biases and assumptions associated with 

research.  

 

Perhaps the major advantage of an ethnographic research methodology lies in the 

way it privileges the ‘native’s point of view’ (see Geertz, 1983; Chambers, 2003; 

Taylor, 2002). Most of the methodological problems in theatre for development seem 

to have arisen from ‘top-down’ approaches to development communication and 

research (see Salhi, 1998; Kerr, 1995; Prentki, 2003; Ahmed, 2002). But with 

ethnography, the research inquiry places culture’s interactional codes and symbols at 

the centre of human development. Indeed, Erve Chambers was led to conclude that :                              

              If I can speculate as to where the field (of ethnographic research) will be ten   

              years from now, I would certainly hope for … a greater emphasis upon  

              convincing decision makers and research clients of the importance of paying   
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              heed to ‘indigenous knowledge systems’ not only as means to understanding  

              more fully the needs of the people and their communities but also as a vital  

              source of potential solutions to communities’ problems (2003:414-5).   

As a people’s language of performance, the aesthetic is closely implicated in the idea 

of ‘indigenous knowledge systems’ as the ‘folk media’ through which the people 

express themselves. Hence, for data collection and analysis, the ethnography of 

performance offered more scope for understanding the aesthetic as a mediating 

discourse in development communication through theatre. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

DEVELOPMENT APPROACHES 

 

5.1  Introduction 
It has become increasingly evident that communicating development to so-called 

Third World communities is a much more complex issue than previously imagined 

(see UNDP, 1993; Schech and Haggis, 2002; Corbridge, 1995). Despite their best 

intentions, national governments, non-governmental organizations and international 

aid agencies have come to realize that people cannot be developed but they develop 

themselves (Nyerere, 1978). It is not enough to try and change people’s behaviour by 

creating awareness, bringing new knowledge and influencing their attitudes and 

beliefs towards modern development interventions. For, what development workers, 

activists, researchers and policy makers thought to be of benefit to their target 

communities has often been rejected by the would-be beneficiaries (Kamlongera, 

2002). As Dale Byam (1999) has argued, those most likely to work to change their 

circumstances are the people most affected by them. 

 

What do disadvantaged communities really want from development initiatives? How 

can development workers approach their work? There have been calls to search for 

more sustainable and appropriate strategies for communicating development in 

developing countries (Sachs, 1992; Tucker, 1997). The flaws in mainstream 

development thinking and practice have given rise to a strong shift towards what has 

come to be popularly known as the cultural dimension of development (Warren, 

Slikkerveer and Brokensha, 1995; UNESCO, 1995). But, as Escobar (1995) points 

out, what still remains is an understanding of a people–centred aesthetic that can 

possibly form the basis of the cultural dimension of development. 

 

In this chapter, I focus on the contemporary debate surrounding the mainstream 

development discourse in order to have a better understanding of the nature of the 

cultural dimension of development. I adopt Bala Musa’s (1998) view that the choice 

of a particular approach to theatre for development is often a function of the 

prevailing paradigm of development. The mainstream development approach, for 

instance, will be regarded as relying on a modernization paradigm that over-
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emphasizes economic and technological progress at the expense of the people’s 

cultural frames of reference. I then proceed to examine the reasons for the 

contemporary shift towards the cultural development paradigm. But knowledge of 

the cultural paradigm by itself is not enough without an understanding of the process 

by which it communicates with the marginalized. I finally propose the adoption 

and/or adaptation of the people’s language of performance as an appropriate option.     

 

5.2  Economic Development Approach 
As a serious discourse for ‘modernizing’ the developing world which includes 

Africa, Latin America and Asia, the economic development approach could be said 

to have begun with former United States president, Harry Truman’s ‘fair deal’ 

speech on the 20th of  January 1949.  Truman challenged the developed world to help 

solve the problems of the less developed world in these words: 

More than half the people of the world are living in conditions approaching 

misery. …Their economic life is primitive and stagnant. Their poverty is a 

handicap and a threat both to them and to more prosperous areas. … What we 

envisage is a program based on the concepts of democratic fair dealing. … 

Greater production is the key to prosperity and peace. And the key to greater 

production is a wider and more vigorous application of modern scientific and 

technical knowledge (in Escobar, 1995: 3).  

The significance of Truman’s ‘fair deal’ doctrine lies in the replication of the modern 

economic development model within the developing world since it had helped to 

mould the developed world. These features included high levels of industrialization, 

urbanization, technology, economic production and the adoption of ‘modern’ cultural 

values. 

 

The post World War II period thus became a time filled with the universal mission of 

spreading development to the less developed. In 1951, a United Nations policy 

document gave an outline of measures to be taken to develop ‘underdeveloped’ 

countries: 

… rapid economic progress is impossible without painful adjustments. 

Ancient philosophies have to be scrapped; old social institutions have to 

disintegrate; …and large numbers of persons who cannot keep up with 
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(modern) progress have to have their expectations … frustrated. Very few 

communities are prepared to pay the price of economic progress (Frankel, 

1953: 82).  

Again, this report echoes Truman’s ‘fair deal’ doctrine as the only path to the 

modernization of the developing world. Capital, science and technology are seen as 

the sine qua non of development. The signifiers of underdevelopment such as 

‘poverty’, ‘primitive’ and ‘stagnant’ helped to keep alive the economic premises of 

modern development discourse. 

 

But more than six decades later, efforts to bring development to about two thirds of 

the world’s population have been largely futile. Instead of bringing peace and 

abundance, the economic development strategy seems to have produced its opposite. 

Increased poverty, debt crises, economic exploitation, political repression, hunger, 

malnutrition and disease have become almost synonymous with the developing 

world, in particular Africa. A United Nations report issued in 1969 noted that 

development had, in fact, created and left behind large areas of poverty, stagnation, 

marginality and actual exclusion from social and economic progress (Esteva, 1992). 

 

 In the case of Africa, B. Conable, a former president of the World Bank, was 

compelled to say : 

There is no doubt that the development crisis that has engulfed sub-Saharan 

Africa is the most difficult facing the international community today. In the 

thirty years since independence, the region’s living standards have declined, 

and its infrastructure has decayed. Great expectations have been betrayed, 

leaving sub-Saharan Africa one of the poorest areas of the world (1991:3). 

Conable’s apparent acceptance of the failure of modern development discourse came 

during the middle of the Decade for Cultural Development between 1988 and 1997. 

A report by the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization also 

noted that the results of the last four decades had revealed the limitations of a 

development concept based primarily on quantitative and material growth 

(UNESCO, 1987). These examples clearly demonstrate the shortcomings of a 

development model based on the adjustment of socio-economic structures, monetary 

policies and technological transfers without a balanced consideration for cultural 

imperatives.          
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Why has the economic development approach not yet succeeded? Arturo Escobar 

(1995:54) points out that the economic principle that informs modern development 

discourse fails to recognize and acknowledge the fact of cultural difference. Its most 

important exclusion has been what development is supposed to be all about : people. 

In Escobar’s words: 

Development was, and continues to be for the most part – a top-down, 

ethnocentric and technocratic approach which treats people and cultures as 

abstract concepts, statistical figures to be moved up and down in the chart of 

progress (1995: 44). 

People are regarded simply as a residual variable that can be dispensed with along 

the march to modernization. Or, they are absent except when they seem to resist 

development interventions.  

 

In his analysis of the mechanisms of discourse, Michel Foucault (1972) explains how 

certain representations of reality become the dominant ways by which social reality 

comes to be imagined, constructed and acted upon. Since then, other critics have also 

examined how discursive representations of the developing world have been 

constructed by modern development thinking (Mudimbe, 1988; Said, 1979; Bhabha, 

1990; Mohanty, 1991). They argue that the most pervasive effect of the economic 

development approach since its inception has been to make developing countries see 

themselves as ‘underdeveloped’. How to develop has become a fundamental problem 

for most of the less developed countries. Many of these countries have therefore 

embarked on the task of ‘un-underdeveloping’ themselves by subjecting their 

societies to comprehensive external interventions. In other words, the birth of 

development as discourse, that is, as a process by which social reality comes into 

being, led to the interruption of the so-called Third World’s historicity, what Escobar 

calls, “the colonization of reality,” (1995:5), a process that has been likened to 

Edward Said’s (1979) orientalist discourse. The effect of modern development 

discourse has been to deny the developing countries greater autonomy over how they 

are represented. They continue to be defined as ‘third world’ which implies 

‘ignorance’, ‘poverty’, ‘backward’ and ‘other’ (Mohanty, 1991:56). Hence, in 

producing the ‘third world’, modern development discourse has created a regime of 
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representation based on paternalism, powerlessness and objectification (Esteva, 

1992; Reynar, 1999; Semali and Kincheloe, 1999).  

 

The modernization approach has also been criticized for taking a unidirectional view 

of development based on capitalist, scientific and technological advancement. Such a 

view conjures images of a ‘third world’ space fit for people who should be 

developed. This notion is clearly implied in such binary oppositions as ‘developed’ 

and ‘underdeveloped’, ‘North’ and ‘South’, ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’, ‘self’ and 

‘other’, ‘us’ and ‘them’,  to name only a few. As a result, most of the developing 

countries end up copying and imitating the linear view of development in order to 

‘catch up’ with the developed world. As Kimani Gecau (1993: 40) points out, 

mimicking leads to passive acceptance, self-doubt, dependency and lack of initiative.  

This may lead to change without development like the example of a motor mechanic 

who can repair or assemble car parts but cannot build the car. More often than not, 

leading elites in the developing world simply adopt the modern development model 

without understanding how it fits within their local ideological framework.  Science 

and technology cannot be accepted as independent variables without the attendant 

knowledge of the social and political structures that generate their production. What 

then is the alternative to the modern development approach? 

 

 5.3  Cultural Development Approach 
Wolfgang Sachs, et al (1992) call for a deconstruction of modern development 

discourse by tracing its central constructs such as economic growth, technical 

production and material progress. They argue that these constructs have an arbitrary 

cultural and historical specificity not quite applicable to the developing world. Using 

an indigenous knowledge-based systems approach, they point out that cultures are 

characterized not only by rules and values but also ways of knowing and perceiving. 

The modernist approach to development has relied on one knowledge system based 

on Western epistemology. The dominance of this knowledge system has 

marginalized non-Western knowledge systems which might offer alternative 

rationalities to guide social action away from economistic and reductionistic ways of 

thinking (Escobar, 1995:13). Thus a counter-modernist discourse has emerged that 
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argues for the adoption of development alternatives that are grounded in the cultural 

experiences of the developing world.  

 

This is a call for the return of culture in development praxis, particularly local 

cultures. The problem was that culture had been looked down upon as an obstacle to 

development (Gianotten, 1995; Ishemo, 2002; Korten, 1980). It was not so much a 

lack of attention to culture as a tendency to equate development with modernization. 

A cultural approach to development would allow the subjects of development to 

participate in the making of their history, to become conscious of the value 

implications of their involvement. The whole project of deconstructing development 

discourse will then take place from the Malinowskian ‘native’s point of view’ (in 

Chambers, 2003:392). It can be carried out together with the people’s struggles for 

survival, security and well-being. However, as Denis Goulet (1978) reminds us, it is 

not a question of rejecting all the benefits of modern scientific knowledge but of 

weighing these benefits against the cultural losses that they often imply. It must also 

be noted that culture can spell stagnation, oppression and inertia as much as 

modernity can amount to exclusion, anomy and alienation (de Cuellar, et al, 1995). 

 

But the challenge posed by what has come to be called the cultural dimension of 

development (Warren, Slikkerveer and Brokensha, 1995; UNESCO, 1995, 1998; de 

Cuellar, et al, 1995; Semali and Kincheloe, 1999) lies in understanding how its 

language of communication operates. More often than not, when development 

workers and activists find themselves unable to translate the people’s language 

idioms, they fall back into the modernist development constructs of “villagers don’t 

understand things” (Pigg, 1992:491). It is perhaps the failure to understand how the 

people’s language operates within and through local cultures that explains why 

development workers have met with resistance to their ‘top-down’ development 

interventions (see Fals Borda, 1984; Fals Borda and Rahman, 1991; Scott, 1985; 

Kamlongera, 2002). For this reason, Escobar has proposed that : 

More research on the languages of development at the local level needs to be 

done if our understanding of the discourse’s modes of operation is to be 

satisfactory (1995:52). 

In other words, local-based development discourse may help to understand the 

process by which people model their own behaviour and construct their ways of 
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knowing. It may also enable development to be seen as a dynamic process rooted in a 

society’s history and culture rather than a system of universally applicable economic 

and technological interventions meant to bring much needed ‘goods’ to ‘target’ 

communities.  

 

More importantly, the cultural development approach is rooted in the people’s 

everyday experiences, what Stephen Gudeman and Alberto Rivera have called, 

“practical experiments in living” (1990:15). It can be viewed as a product of culture 

and its continuous adaptation through time and space. As an alternative to the 

modernization approach, the cultural model shows that modes of production are not 

divorced from the representations of social life in which they exist. The making or 

un-making of development, therefore, needs to begin by examining local 

constructions of reality. Such local constructions constitute the conditions of, and for, 

modelling social change, at least from the people’s point of view. But what aesthetic 

medium drives this local modelling system? What is the signifying function by 

which local knowledge systems articulate development?  

 

5.4  Popular Aesthetic Discourse 
According to Michel Foucault (1972), a discourse is not an expression of a fleeting 

thought but a practice with rules, conditions and historical transformations. The 

central requirement for a lasting transformative discourse is the appearance of either 

new rules of social formation or the reappearance of concepts and practices that may 

have been discarded long ago, what Escobar calls “reconstituted objects of 

discourse” (1995:217). The latter are manifested in how the subalterns ‘speak’, their 

means of expression or of ‘conversing’ with their world (see Tomaselli, 1996; 

Fabian, 1990; Rohmer, 1999; Gates, 1989; MacCannell and MacCannell, 1982). By 

‘popular aesthetic discourse’, therefore, I refer to the means by which ordinary 

people present, interpret and understand their existential condition. The inclusion of  

‘aesthetic’ as a significant function in popular discourse is intended to add a 

performance dimension to how the people express themselves through their cultural 

frames of reference.    
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 Culture becomes a product of the active, purposeful and productive activity of the 

people.  This view of culture has far-reaching implications for the cultural dimension 

of development. Culture and development become two inseparable processes. Far 

from being a static category, the cultural process is conceived as dynamic. It is 

central to how development comes to be mediated, legitimized and sustained. In fact, 

Edith Sizoo (1995) goes further to say culture should not be seen as a mere factor, 

dimension or fragment in development. It constitutes the complex whole of all levels 

of development – economy, technology and politics are embedded in a given cultural 

context. As James Wolfensohn, in his capacity as president of the World Bank, once 

said : 

However you define culture, it is increasingly clear that those of us working 

in the field of sustainable development ignore it at our own peril (in Verhelst 

and Tyndale, 2002:4). 

For these reasons, development depends on a people’s level of culture. A society can 

be said to have developed depending on the extent to which it has attained a certain 

level of culture. It is in terms of their cultural practices, the ways in which they 

understand and interpret their world, that people can make that world change for the 

better. Thus culture has a dialectical link with development in so far as 

‘development’ is the product of a people’s struggle for economic, political, social 

and spiritual well-being (Escobar, 1995; Gecau, 1993; de Cuellar, et al, 1995). 

 

Perhaps the importance of a popular discourse lies in its people-centredness, that is, it 

is mainly derived from the people, belongs to the people, and is made by the people 

for the people. The same can be said of development when it is also people-centred 

(UNDP:1993). The relationship of the people to the ‘popular’ is one of shared 

meanings and perceptions rather than alienation and distance. In the words of Bertolt 

Brecht : 

Popular means : Intelligible to the broad masses; adopting and enriching their 

forms of expression; assuming a standpoint, confirming and correcting it; … 

relating to traditions and developing them; communicating to that portion of 

the people which strives for … achievements … (in Stourac and McCreery, 

1986:292).  

As a function of development communication, therefore, popular aesthetic discourse 

is characterized by :  
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• use of local knowledge systems 

• adoption and adaptation of codes in common usage 

• active involvement of the people 

• strong elements of the community’s modes of production 

• blending of past with present forms of expression 

In other words, popular aesthetic discourse involves the expressive affirmation of a 

people’s capacity to develop themselves using alternative means of communication. 

 

An understanding of popular aesthetic discourse in its primary mode as cultural 

performance is therefore a prerequisite to understanding how it functions when 

applied to theatre for development contexts. As Kimani Gecau (1993:63) points out, 

the significance of popular performance discourse is that, while it may not tell us 

what we do not know, it enables discursive texts to be produced out of that common 

experience. Walter Ong (1982) and Henry Louis Gates (1988) describe ‘text’ as a 

performed utterance or narrative woven from the people’s memory. Such discursive 

texts provide the basis for further constructs, interpretations and meanings. They 

serve to not only reinforce what the people already know but also provide the basis 

for new ideas, values and perceptions. Because this ‘restored behavior’, to use 

Richard Schechner’s (1985, 2002) terminology, emerges from the people themselves, 

its influence on their development cannot be underestimated. It is the shared intimacy 

and familiarity between the discursive medium and the participating audience that 

facilitates the creation of meanings which ultimately ‘fix’ or ‘unfix’ people’s 

perceptions of reality. The aesthetic as mode of popular discourse therefore serves to 

mediate the way in which people relate to their world and to the world of the text 

itself. It forms the basis for alternative ways of knowing the world from the point of 

view of the people who might have no easy access to mainstream communication 

channels like the mass media.  

 

5.4  Conclusion 
This chapter has shown that the ‘journey’ of development as a discursive formation 

in developing countries such as those in Africa began with a largely economic-

driven, top-down and ethnocentric interventionist approach. Although this modern 

progress-oriented development paradigm has remained largely unchanged, a 
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significant shift has occurred towards a culture-based development paradigm. As 

Erve Chambers (2003) has argued, the ‘top-down’ approach has served to erode if 

not destroy those very social and cultural resources and survival strategies that have 

helped keep troubled communities alive. But the major challenge posed by the shift 

towards the cultural dimension as an alternative development discourse has been how 

to understand the people’s language of communication. 

 

I have argued that an understanding of alternative development discourse 

necessitates an investigation into how the people can speak for themselves. I 

therefore proposed the adoption of a people-centred mode of development 

communication which I have conveniently labelled ‘popular aesthetic discourse’ 

since it is located within the people’s cultural performances. What remains is to 

understand its elements of signification in order to make it ‘visible’ and ‘audible’ as 

a medium of communication. As Escobar (1995:223) points out, crucial insights for 

an alternative development model will not be found in academic circles, nor in the 

offices of development institutions, but in a new reading of popular discourses and 

their reappropriation of hegemonic cultural production. In other words, the task of 

thinking about alternative ways of development must begin with an understanding of 

the performance idioms of those whose ‘alternatives’ the development interventions 

are supposed to illuminate and articulate.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

DESCRIPTION OF CULTURAL PERFORMANCE TEXTS 

 

6.1  Introduction 
Central to the African people’s engagement in cultural performance activity is the 

aesthetic element that tends to permeate their sacred and secular experiences. For 

instance, when Shona speaking peoples of Zimbabwe take part in religious ritual 

activity in order to propitiate their ancestors, they describe each ceremony as 

mutambo, whose English equivalent has already been identified as play (see Chapter 

3). These ritual ceremonies may include : 

• bira – for giving thanks to the ancestors who are believed to preside over 

the affairs of the living 

• mukwerera or huruva – rainmaking ceremony to appease the ancestors 

•  nyau – masked ritual dance of Malawian origin 

• kurova guva – to bring back the spirit of a deceased relative to the living 

• kutumidza zita – for giving a name to a newly born child or heir.  

The same idea of kutamba (playing), from which the noun mutambo has been 

derived (see Chapter 3), is also used as a collective term to describe secular 

performances like : 

• mahumbwe – children’s playing house game 

• ngano – stories like folktales, myths and legends 

• mbakumba – dance for celebrating a good harvest 

• mbende or jerusarema – dance for courtship and social entertainment. 

Much has been written about these cultural performances as either anthropological 

material (Drewal, 1992; Mbiti, 1969; Richards, 1982; Asante and Asante, 1990; 

Ajayi, 1998; Barber and Farias, 1989) or as oral literature (Finnegan, 1970, 1977, 

1992; Chiwome, 1996; Spencer-Walters, 1998; Okpewho, 1975, 1990, 1992; 

Lindfors, 1977; Canonici, 1996; wa Thiong’o, 1998; Okombo and Nandwa, 1992; 

Miruka, 1994; Awoonor, 1975; Barber, 1997). But what is yet to be examined is the 

aesthetic that frames these cultural performance texts. While African oral literature 

has made a significant contribution to an understanding of the cultural performances, 

its major shortcoming has been its tendency to view these performances from a 
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utilitarian rather than aesthetic point of view. For instance, Joel Yinka Adedeji 

asserts that the essence of the oral performance text lies, “not in what is performed or 

how it is performed, it lies in the resultant functional quality that is gained by the 

performer and the audience” (1986:103). Adedeji seems to privilege the functional 

outcome more than the means by which the end product comes to be realised.  

 

In my conceptual framework chapter, I referred to Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1975) 

assertion that play, or mutambo in Shona terminology (see Chapter 3), is ‘a mode of 

aesthetic being’. Before him, Johan Huizinga (1955) had taken the lead when he 

argued that play is an element of culture rather than in culture. This implied that play 

is much more than just an element in culture but “culture itself bears the character of 

play” (1955:v). Following the views of these and other play theorists (see Sutton-

Smith, 1997, 1999, 2001, 2002; Turner, 1982, 1988; Schechner, 1993, 2002; 

Henricks, 2002; Steinsholt and Traasdahl, 2001), it is possible to describe African 

cultural performances as functions of play. More specifically, these texts are 

manifestations of the popular aesthetic discourse (see Chapter 5) through which 

culture expresses itself.  As Thomas Henricks (2002) points out, apart from being a 

theory of cultural production, play is the creative rendering of cultural action.     

 

In this chapter, I describe how elements of play are manifested in selected Shona 

cultural performances such as children’s games, storytelling, religious ritual, song, 

dance and masquerade. An understanding of play as the aesthetic behind indigenous 

cultural performances provides the basis for an understanding of its applied form in 

theatre for development to be dealt with in subsequent chapters. As Thierry Verhelst 

and Wendy Tyndale (2002) have argued, you cannot talk of a car without fuel, 

wheels, steering and the other necessary components.  My hypothesis is that play is a 

significant structuring or patterning element in African cultural performance texts. In 

other words, African cultural performances are carried out within an aesthetic frame 

that is circumscribed by play discourse. As a ‘symbolic engine’ of culture, play 

expresses what people create, come to believe in and act upon. By also giving 

expression to how they view life and death, joy and pain, freedom and domination, 

play becomes an indispensable element in the ‘making’ of development viewed from 

an indigenous perspective.  
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6.2  Children’s Games 
African children's play can be illustrated by two popularly played games called 

matakanana and mahumbwe in Zimbabwe (Chinyowa, 1999, 2002b). These are 

typical children’s games in which children aged between four and twelve years 

impersonate and enact such family roles as father, mother, sons and daughters. In 

matakanana, four to five year old boys mould clay objects such as cattle and huts, or 

make axes and spears out of tree branches. On the other hand, girls prepare sadza 

(thick porridge) out of a mixture of soil and water and make relish out of tree leaves. 

These small children simply use any objects they can find such as broken pottery, 

sticks, empty tins and boxes. Once the ‘food’ has been prepared, they pretend to eat 

by miming the action. But from the age of five years, children engage in mahumbwe, 

which is a much more serious ‘household’ game.  

 

Mahumbwe is mostly performed in an open space at the end of the harvest period. 

Girls collect crops left over from the field after the harvest, prepare meals, fetch 

water and collect firewood. Their mothers can actually provide them with household 

utensils like pots and plates. The boys are responsible for erecting small 'huts' with 

no walls, go out hunting for meat such as mice, birds and locusts and look after the 

livestock. They also take charge of security matters. Older girls and boys act as 

‘fathers’ and ‘mothers’, while the young ones act as ‘children’. ‘Father’ and ‘mother’ 

are accorded due respect by their children, and any errant children are disciplined by 

their ‘parents’. After eating the evening meal, ‘husband’ and ‘wife' withdraw to their 

sleeping quarters and children to theirs. However, there will be no sexual intimacy 

between 'husband' and ‘wife.'  For this reason, those girls and boys who will have 

grown beyond the age of mahumbwe can no longer participate in the game. Once 

they have attained the age of puberty, these girls and boys prepare to undergo the 

rites of initiation into womanhood and manhood. 

 

A special graduation ceremony called nyenda is held to mark the end of mahumbwe. 

Parents are invited and given food prepared by the ‘graduates’ after which there will 

be song and dance to celebrate observed signs of maturity. It is possible for partners 

of mahumbwe to become so closely attached that they may end up marrying. In such 

an eventuality, the game will have ceased to be mere child play, but a rite of passage 
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into adulthood. Hence, the game can be regarded as a crucial phase in the process of 

growing up. In fact, there appears to be a link between this 'playing house' game with 

John Adam's paidocentric education (in Courtney, 1974), described as education 

from the child's point of view, or with John Dewey's 'learning by doing', since the 

children will be learning about ‘future’ adult roles.  

 

The pattern of socialisation in mahumbwe may be regarded as that of a 

complementary gender role relationship. Girls and boys learn to treat each other in 

relational rather than oppositional terms. The game instils in each gender category a 

sense of individual and collective responsibility, of power sharing and mutual 

division of labour within the domestic space. Through play, both sexes not only 

acquire practical training in creativity, resourcefulness and self-reliance, but also 

learn to dialogue with and relate to each other. As Niara Surdakasa (1989:35) argues, 

the complementary sharing of power in the management of resources and in the 

decision-making process indicates an equal contribution to the family as a unit of 

production. Hence mahumbwe prepares the girl-child for reciprocity of power and 

authority with the boy-child in future adulthood. As Peter Slade (1954:33) pointed 

out, for children, their dramatic play means the whole way of doing life. 

 

Matakanana and mahumbwe are a typical illustration of the transformational power 

of play. As Virginia Koste (1995) explains, children’s games are a rehearsal for life. 

The play impulse never dies with childhood but remains manifest as mature play in 

adulthood. Such play is rooted in imitation, imagination, repetition, spontaneity and 

transformation. Mahumbwe involves the selective observation of reality, developing 

into assimilation and absorption of the social data of life and then representing it in a 

new frame. Imitation is the playful way of studying life, a rehearsal of things known 

and an exploration of things yet to be known. In the ongoing attempt to master 

reality, children’s imitation of family life combine with imagination to transform 

mud into a staple food, sticks into axes and spears, playmates into children and 

nothing into everything. It is that transformative spirit in play which Koste (1995) 

describes as optimally conducive to learning, invention and discovery. Far from 

being ‘childish’ fantasy, child play becomes a bridge to the mastery of reality. 
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The game of mahumbwe also underscores the significance of such discursive 

elements of play as repetition, improvisation and spontaneity. Because children never 

get tired of playing the game, repetition becomes a means through which children 

rehearse what they wish to become ‘real’ for themselves. When children enter the 

being and character of their mothers and fathers, they exercise their ability for 

improvisation and spontaneity over the circumstances of parenthood. Thus play 

becomes a leavening agent for getting more and more familiar with adult life. Peter 

Slade (1954:48) points out that the seriousness of children’s play lies in the honest 

and sincere absorption of the players. Such an act of faith brings with it intense 

feelings of ‘reality’, at least from the children’s own perspective. For mahumbwe, 

perhaps it is when the game reaches such heightened seriousness for its players that 

they end up being partners for life. The transformation that comes in the moment of 

suspended disbelief is reminiscent of flow as another element of play. Thus 

children’s games typify Huizinga’s (1955) assertion that play draws from the deepest 

levels of being where transformations are made possible.  

 

6.3  Narrative Performance 
Like mahumbwe, indigenous storytelling also takes place after the harvest period 

when people are no longer occupied in the fields. It is mostly done by the sarungano 

(storyteller) who is usually a senior woman, either a grandmother or aunt. Sarungano 

means ‘owner of the tale,’ implying that the composition and delivery of the story 

largely depends on the artistic ability of the storyteller. The story takes its character 

from the way the sarungano tells it and from the response of her participating 

audience (Chinyowa, 2001a). Her stories are mostly performed around the evening 

fire, especially in a round-shaped village hut. The round and conical shape of the 

village hut, as also the curvilinear formation around the fireplace have been likened 

to a mother’s breasts (Seda, 2000). The setting of the story appears to signify a 

source of nourishment, growth and socialisation.  

 

It is regarded as more appropriate to narrate stories during the night. Anyone who 

tells stories during day-time is believed to grow horns or fall into some misfortune. 

These beliefs are intended to discourage people from telling stories when they should 

be doing other work. Evening is the time when people can relax. At the beginning of 
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the storytelling session, as the sarungano sits by the fireplace, her mostly young 

audience may bring some firewood and even maize cobs as token ‘payments’ for the 

story. Both the time and place setting are suggestive of the story. The darkness of the 

evening and its accompanying sounds are conducive to the creation of an atmosphere 

of mystery and fantasy in which the animal characters of the story can ‘prowl’ 

around behaving like humans. The grim shadows and silhouettes produced by the 

flickering flames of the fire act on the sarungano’s hands and face to instil a sense of 

the marvellous into her actions. The whole spellbound atmosphere enables the 

sarungano to lure her audience, making them more receptive to the story. In short, 

the context of performance is such that it creates a heightened sense of wonder, 

excitement and reverence for the words, images and symbols released during the 

storytelling.  

 

In the process of delivering her story, the sarungano receives constant feedback from 

the audience to create a call and response relationship. She usually opens her story 

with the formulaic utterance, ‘Paivepo …’ (Once upon a time…) to which her 

audience respond saying, ‘Dzepfunde’ (Proceed). The formula marks the opening and 

informs the audience that a story is about to begin. It also prepares them for an 

imaginative journey in which the exigencies of time, space and place are trivial. 

Instead, the limitations of reality are suspended in order to transport the audience into 

the realm of the marvellous and fantastic. According to the fantasy theorist, 

Rosemary Jackson (1993), by refusing to observe the unities of time, space and other 

three-dimensional conventions, fantasy or make-believe enables the audience to 

‘transcend’ reality, ‘escape’ the human condition and construct alternative 

‘secondary’ worlds. The formulaic opening also sets the stage for a dialogic 

performer-audience interaction. From the outset, the story is as much the audience’s 

as the narrator’s. They work towards establishing a “ritual contract” (Chimombo, 

1988:93) that draws them closer and closer together as the story unfolds. As Ruth 

Finnegan (1967:vi) observed among the Limba of Sierra Leone, each narration is a 

performance in its own right, and depends for its effect not only on the details of 

performance but also on the active participation of the audience.  

   

As the sarungano proceeds with the story, her audience picks up the rhythm of the 

narration, turning the story into a participatory experience. It is through their active 
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involvement in the performance that the audience also come to learn the art of 

storytelling. Audience participation assumes a repetitive frame that capitalizes on the 

call-and-response technique to reveal the sarungano’s ability to influence and move 

the audience. It leads them to think, act and feel with her. Through her body 

movement, expressive voice, animation of character, dramatic pause and mimetic 

gesture, she evokes feelings of tension, anxiety, suspense and delight thereby 

intensifying audience response to the story. In the words of Isidore Okpewho, a 

talented artist should be able to create “a complete aesthetic experience”(1992:224) 

through an histrionic manipulation of the audience’s sensations comparable to the 

rhythmic effect of a musical performance.  

 

The sarungano ends her story with the formulaic ending, ‘Ndipo pakafira 

sarungano’ (That is where the storyteller died) or ‘Ndipo pakaperera sarungano’ 

(That is where the storyteller ended). Although the sarungano brings her own 

personal imprint into the performance, she does not own the story. It remains the 

property of the community. This is why she has to die a symbolic ‘death’ at the end 

of her performance. She ‘dies’ in order to allow others to tell the story in their own 

way. Such ‘death’ is usually enacted through a variation of verbal utterance and 

ritual gesture.  She can either proclaim the usual formulaic ending or lies down as if 

in a trance, then ‘awakens’ to the beginning of yet another story. It is not uncommon 

for a storyteller from among the audience to immediately come forward to fill up 

gaps in the previous story or to follow it up with another story. Thus the storytelling 

session may be turned into a competitive game in which audience members vie with 

each other for a hearing. The absence of ‘copyright’ in narrative performance 

signified by the sarungano’s symbolic ‘death’ demonstrates its free-floating quality. 

Like play, storytelling becomes a volitional act in which the ‘players’ participate on 

their own terms (see Huizinga, 1955; Henricks, 2001; Schechner, 1993), but within 

an established metanarrative frame. The ‘death’ of the sarungano also serves to show 

that the ‘imagined world’ in which the storyteller and her audience have been 

absorbed has come to an end. In a way, the storyteller finally surrenders her 

contribution to present and future generations who are free to ‘revise’ the story. Each 

performance becomes a ‘restoration of behavior’ (Schechner, 1985) based on past 

narratives, and at the same time, a ‘revision’ (Gates, 1988) of the cultural heritage. 
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Storytelling also involves a considerable amount of both individual and collective 

spontaneity and improvisation described by Okpewho as “the drama of the moment” 

(1979:53) realized in and through the process of making the story. While stories are 

viewed as communal property because nobody can claim individual ownership, the 

sarungano makes her own imprint on the language, characters and episodes of the 

story. She maintains deep respect for the commonly accepted canons of a cherished 

tradition that has been handed down through countless generations. But it is the 

peculiar nature of her delivery, its dependence on her personality as performer and 

the specific occasion of performance, which give the narrative its creative flavour. 

There is no fixed form of performance for each narrative, neither can the same story 

be re-told in the same way. For instance, Anne Pellowski describes the dynamism 

with which a Yoruba storyteller conveys the core images of her animal characters in 

these words: 

To the Rabbit, of course, (s)he gave a wee voice, to the Elephant, (s)he 

gave a deep bass, to the Buffalo, a hollow mooing. When (s)he attempted 

the Lion, the veins of (her) temple and neck were dreadfully distended, but 

when (s)he mimicked the Jackal, one almost expected a terrier-like dog to 

trot up to the fire(place), so perfect was (her) yaup yaup (1977:111). 

The impact of the story is heightened by the manner in which the sarungano acts ‘in 

character’ rather than ‘out of character’, giving detail and dimension to each of her 

characters. She personifies the different characters in accordance with their nature 

and function. In a way, she becomes the characters by virtue of her immediacy of 

delivery. But all this skill results from the spontaneity and improvisation described 

by Margaret Drewal as “the moment-to-moment maneuvering based on acquired in-

body techniques to achieve a particular effect and/or style of performance” 

(1991:43).   

 

Apart from the context of performance and what the sarungano brings to the story, a 

closer look at the Shona trickster tale, Tsuro nedzimwe Mhuka (The Hare and other 

Animals) (see Chinyowa, 2001a, 2001d), that I have selected as an illustrative 

paradigm reveals other elements of play such as ambiguity, repetition and disguise. 

In the story, a drought-stricken animal community led by King Elephant bands 

together to dig a communal well in order to save themselves from imminent death 

from hunger and thirst. But the digging of the communal well does not mean the end 
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of the difficult road for the animals. It only heralds the entry of the trickster Hare into 

the tragicomic experience. Because Hare refused to dig the well together with others, 

he has to resort to tricks to obtain their water. Thus the journey proceeds with 

recurrent violations of social norms characterized by the trickster’s acts of treachery, 

deception and escape. The repeated fooling and falling of the strong and powerful 

like kudu (antelope), leopard and lion at the hands of the small and rather 

insignificant Hare provokes feelings of surprise, frustration, betrayal and anger as 

reflected in King Elephant’s statements like, ‘What? You too, Lion? Can’t I trust any 

of my subjects to guard this well for us? Is Hare too clever for you all?’ (see 

Chinyowa, 2001a:22; 2001d:17). It is only when Hare is beaten at his own game by 

the unassuming Tortoise that the status quo is finally restored.  

 

The Hare and other Animals story presents an ambiguous spectacle in which a 

diminutive figure endowed with feats of pretence and disguise defies the communal 

principle. Hare employs his tricks by creating the false appearance of good 

intentions, when in reality he wants to dupe his adversaries. A survey of trickster 

figures in other African stories such as Chakijana the Mongoose of South Africa, 

Mpungushe the Jackal of East Africa and Ananse the Spider of West Africa shows 

that tricksters survive by capitalizing on the behavioural weaknesses of other 

characters. It is precisely because of quick wit, double talk, false contracts, nimble 

movement, jokes and elusiveness that Hare is able to outwit Kudu, Leopard and 

Lion. While the audience may not condone these negative tendencies, they cannot 

help but marvel at the trickster’s ability to expose the stupidity and foolishness of the 

larger animals. Brian Sutton-Smith (1997) points out that ambiguity is a way of 

indicating the negative through an affirmative action, or vice versa. Such action will 

not be the same as that which it represents. There is something else behind the action 

which may not be easily discerned. Thus the trickster may appear as hypocritical, 

cheating and ungrateful yet the audience may come to admire him for effecting social 

change by breaking the barriers of dominance and conformity.   

  

Huizinga (1955) explains that the human species may be called homo ludens (man 

the player), apart from being homo sapiens (man the thinker) and homo faber (man 

the maker). The ludic function in narrative, for instance, enables humans to express 

themselves in metaphor and symbol. In the process, they give expression to the 
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forces that oppress or exalt them. The end result of this playfulness is an attitude of 

faith which springs from what has been described as ‘dramatic metaxis’ (see Boal, 

1979, 1995; O’Toole, 1992, 2003; Ostern and Heikkinen, 2001), the relationship 

between the fictional context and the real context, and the effect of those contextual 

layers in between. The metaxic effect vacillates between the poetic imagination and 

the sense of conviction. There is an overlap between fiction and reality, between 

‘make-believe’ and ‘make belief’. In other words, narrative performance easily 

translates into a kind of ‘literary’ game. As Huizinga adds : 

The relation of images seen (or imagined) to the virtues (being 

communicated) is one of signifying … by continually hovering between 

fancy and conviction, play and seriousness (1955:140). 

On the surface, the Hare and other Animals story appears to be just a fabulous, 

fanciful and unbelievable way of amusing children. But beneath such apparently 

mythical fantasies and marvellous stories lies the storehouse of the African people’s 

knowledge and wisdom preserved and transmitted over countless generations. 

Through animal and human metaphor, the moral laws of society are proclaimed in 

narrative form, and in the process, the ethical principles that ultimately guide the 

community are erected. The story becomes an ‘imagery bank’ (Canonici, 1996) for 

what has been sanctioned by culture. If a person transgresses what has been laid 

down as the social norm, as does the trickster figure, he/she could be asked, ‘Didn’t 

your grandmother tell you the stories?’  

 

6.4 Ritual Ceremony 
When a Shona man or woman dies, certain rites are performed to deliver the spirit of 

the deceased into the world beyond the grave. It is usually the village elder who 

evokes the names of the departed ancestors in their hierarchical order informing them 

about the death of one of their sons or daughters. Each of the ancestors is called upon 

to prepare to receive the spirit of the deceased into their midst. But the deceased’s 

spirit cannot be accepted into the ranks of the departed ancestors before it is 

cleansed. This is because among the Shona people, the spirit which leaves the body 

after death is viewed with suspicion, uncertainty, confusion and mistrust. That spirit 

is believed to be wandering in the forests until the kurova guva (homecoming) 

ceremony is performed to bring it back into the family as a spirit elder who will look 
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after the welfare of the living.  Such homecoming, which also entails the induction of 

the deceased’s spirit into the ‘community’ of other ancestral elders takes place about 

a year after burial. 

 

 The kurova guva ceremony is mostly performed for a deceased man or woman who 

had attained adulthood in this world, usually one who has had offspring. It is not 

common for the ritual to be carried out for persons whose death was due to 

mysterious circumstances such as suicide. The spirit of such people is regarded as 

dangerous and therefore in need of exorcism before the homecoming ceremony is 

held. The ritual itself goes by various names which define its cleansing and 

rehabilitative role. These names include kuchenura mufi (cleansing the deceased), 

kutora mudzimu (taking the spirit), kudhonza mudzimu (pulling the spirit), kudzora 

mudzimu (bringing the spirit back), kugadza mudzimu (installing the spirit), 

kugadzira mudzimu (preparing the spirit), magadziro (putting the spirit right) and 

kutamba guva (playing on the grave). 

 

Before kurova guva is performed it is customary for family elders such as the 

deceased’s brother, sister and wife to go and consult a diviner. The eldest member of 

the living relatives is best suited for the role of directing all ritual proceedings. The 

divination procedure is intended to establish the condition of the deceased’s spirit.  

African society regards diviners as sacred practitioners who can mediate between the 

living and the dead. The diviner is believed to be able to tell the deceased’s relatives 

whether it is safe to perform the cleansing ritual. If the grave of the deceased is found 

to have been desecrated through, for example, sexual indulgence by the deceased’s 

spouse or daughter before his/her spirit was settled, the diviner will advise the 

relatives on what to do to rectify the anomaly before they perform the homecoming 

ceremony. 

 

The ceremony itself demonstrates that both ritual and play are mutually inclusive 

categories. This is because of the fusion of elements of play into the fabric of the 

ritual performance. For instance, the diviner who is consulted in the early stage of the 

ceremony puts on costume, usually in the form of animal skin, black and white cloth 

and a head-dress in order to create the appropriate atmosphere for ‘dialoguing’ with 

the spiritual world. In Huizinga’s (1955) view, a peculiar characteristic of play is the 
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tendency by players to adopt distinguishing forms of dress, language and playing 

equipment. This helps to facilitate the departure from the ‘old world’ and the creation 

of an altered identity in the ‘new world’. According to Don Handelman (1977), ritual 

and play are complementary frames of metacommunication which permit players to 

‘forget’ their social selves and take on the role of the other. Both may therefore be 

perceived as systematic forms of creating a different order of reality. Handelman 

(1977) explains that ritual and play are similar domains of experience in their logic 

of composition. For example, as modes of framed behaviour, they provide players 

with symbolic models of perceiving the world, and in the process, they enable the 

participants to undergo a ‘transcendence of experience’.  Handelman concludes that, 

“Given their similarities, play and ritual should complement one another 

experientially, in preparing persons for the transfer to a liminal domain of 

experience” (1977:188).  

 

However, the similarities between play and ritual do not rule out their differences 

especially in terms of how they relate to the social order. While play’s 

metacommunicative signals generate messages that tend to challenge the social 

order, ritual seeks to affirm that social order. The different phases of the ritual 

process such as separation, transition and incorporation (van Gennep, 1960), or 

breach, crisis, redressive action and reintegration (Turner, 1995), ensure that the 

meta-messages arising from the ritual domain are integrated within the social order. 

As Schechner has argued, “ritual is strictly programmed” (1988:14), which explains 

why it is repeatable. By contrast, play is fluid, transient and recalcitrant to 

localization, placement or fixation (Turner, 1983:233). Thus while ritual and play 

may be complementary frames of metacommunication as Handelman (1977) has 

noted, their major difference lies in the social affirmation of ritual as opposed to the 

change-inducing quality in play.    

 

Though it does not challenge the suitability of ritual in the lives of participants, the 

kurova guva ceremony provides a context for transition from one state of being to 

another, at least in spiritual terms. For instance, on the evening of the actual 

performance of the ceremony, relatives and guests gather in the deceased’s hut. A 

special offering of millet beer called musumo is consecrated to the spirit of the 

deceased by the village elder who also informs the other departed ancestors of the 
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forthcoming ceremony. The family elder may ask the deceased sister’s son called 

muzukuru or dunzvi to act as an intermediary and make another formal address to the 

deceased’s spirit. The whole night is then spent in singing, dancing and drumming as 

men and women celebrate the anticipated homecoming of a new ancestor, urging 

his/her spirit not to refuse to be settled among the community of the departed. The 

actual rites are performed at dawn when the village elder leads a procession of 

participants towards the deceased’s grave. Behind him will be the consecrated pot of 

beer carried by either the muzukuru or his sahwira (closest friend). In literal terms, 

kurova guva means `to beat the grave`. This refers to the symbolic manner in which 

the deceased’s `sleeping spirit’ is ‘awakened’ from the grave. Libations of millet beer 

are poured and smeared over the grave. As the varoora (wives of nephews and 

maternal uncles) sing, dance and ululate on top of the grave, the village elder 

crouches on his knees beside the grave to call upon the deceased’s spirit to ‘awaken’ 

from the grave. 

 

The sacred spaces in the deceased’s hut and at the graveside resemble the temenos 

upon which participants carry out their performance. The village elder finally picks 

up a handful of soil from the grave which he places in a wooden plate or broken 

piece of clay pot. The elder then leads the ritual procession back home amid much 

celebration. As women sing, dance and ululate, men act out imaginary scenes of 

hunting and fighting. The celebration intensifies when the leading elder places the 

handful of soil brought from the grave in the front stage of the deceased’s hut. This 

marks the end of the ritual journey from the grave and the symbolic settling of the 

deceased’s spirit in his/her own home. As Michael Bourdillon (1991) observes, to 

take a handful of soil from the grave is to bring the spirit home and install it among 

the ranks of the other family spirit elders. The musical instruments, clay pots, 

wooden plates, walking sticks, dancing axes, sacrificial goat and handful of soil are 

stage properties in their own right. The formal addresses made to the deceased by the 

family elder are a substitute for dialogue, what has been called ‘the play upon words’ 

(see Huizinga, 1955; Tedlock, 1977; Duncan, 1988). The functions of play such as 

music, song and dance that punctuate the whole ceremony are not only a source of 

entertainment but also an indispensable requirement of the ritual itself. As Huizinga 

commented, “The ritual act has all the formal and essential characteristics of play, … 

particularly as it transports the participants to another world” (1955:18). 

 86



The rest of the day is then dedicated to celebrating the ‘return’ of the new ancestor to 

the living. Another spectacular feature of the whole ritual is the performance staged 

by the varoora acting out memorable events from the life of the deceased while he 

was still alive. Audience may pass approving or disapproving comments, laugh or 

applaud as the varoora enact their performance. This manner of celebration makes 

the ceremony resemble drama as an imitation of action. The varoora will be 

impersonating the deceased’s former character. Comments from the audience 

constitute part of the criticism that often goes with any piece of drama. The more 

relaxed mood created by these simulated events provides a conducive atmosphere for 

emotional release.  In a way, the enactments of the varoora turn the kurova guva into 

a rite of passage for transforming the deceased’s former condition of a mere 

wandering spirit into a new family spirit elder. 

 

In essence, kurova guva is a ritual for incorporating the spirit of the deceased into the 

world of the ‘living dead’ after it has spent a period of seclusion in the ‘forest’ or 

‘wilderness’. James L. Cox (1996) regards kurova guva as a ritual that celebrates the 

transition from life to death and back to life. It marks the end of the deceased’s life in 

this world and the beginning of another life in the other world. In African society it is 

believed that the living and the dead form part of the same community (Bourdillon, 

1991; Mbiti, 1994). If the dead are not remembered, it is feared that their secluded 

spirits will cause illness, misfortune and other forms of affliction among the living. 

Hence kurova guva is treated as a religious obligation that will not only settle the 

spirit of the deceased but also release the tension that results from the separation of 

the dead and the living. In this way, the ritual helps the living to cope with death in 

their struggle for survival. After the ceremony the living can relate to the deceased as 

one of their beneficent ancestors.  

 

For the Shona people, kurova guva serves to guarantee their continued survival in 

both material and spiritual terms. The development function of the ritual is partly 

validated by its acceptance as official Roman Catholic liturgy on 9 April 1981 

(Gundani, 1994). The Theological Commission that endorsed this move had realized 

that the Shona people’s belief in communicating with and relying on their ancestors 

had a close resemblance with the church’s belief in the communion between 

believers and Saints. Thus the efficacy of the ritual lies in how its participants still 
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believe that something invisible, an ancestral spirit, can rise and return to look after 

the well-being of the living. It really takes a deep sense of conviction to accept that 

the newly ‘installed’ ancestor can bring about more benefits than what they had 

before. To that extent, the effect of the ritual continues beyond the sacred space on 

which it was played out.  It ceases to be merely an imitative representation of action, 

but an actual identification, a playful ‘restoration of behavior’. Although the ritual 

act may remain close to the play category, the recognition of its sacredness is not 

lost.   

 

6.5  Song and Dance  
While the kurova guva is for settling the spirit of the deceased within the ranks of 

family spirit elders, the bira (thanksgiving) dance is meant to obtain the guardianship 

and protection of these ancestors. Bira is basically a ritual dance by means of which 

the living seek to appease their ancestors through the agency of spirit mediumship. 

Through what is believed to be their direct links with Mwari (The High God), the 

hierarchy of ancestral spirit elders are regarded to be in control of everything that 

affects the living such as rain and drought, fortune and misfortune, health and 

disease, marriage and divorce, fate and destiny, life and death. By appeasing them, 

the people believe that they will be able to safeguard themselves against any forces 

that may militate against their survival. Thus, even if the people do believe in the 

existence of Mwari, the High God is regarded as detached from them, yet remains so 

transcendent that the people cannot know Him directly. They can only reach Him 

through the agency of intermediaries, sacred objects and other natural phenomena, 

what David Masolo  calls “analogical symbolism” ( 1995:106).  

 

As Andrew Horn (1981) points out in relation to the bori ritual among the Hausa of 

Nigeria, the Shona people also believe that they can plead, question and dialogue 

with the spiritual forces that govern and control their lives. This is made possible 

when they concretize such forces through spirit mediumship. For the duration of the 

bira dance, the spirit medium, also called mhondoro or svikiro, transforms to become 

the spiritual force itself or its chosen representative. Once possessed by the spiritual 

force, the medium will no longer be himself or herself but begins to speak with the 

voice and act in the manner of the departed ancestor who will have possessed him or 
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her. It is in this state of trance that the medium will be approached by the living to 

either seek ancestral intervention in human affairs or for thanksgiving. John Mbiti 

(1969) explains that the ancestors are propitiated because they are believed to be the 

guardians of family affairs and traditions.  

 

Although the dance may be held in the village elder’s homestead, it is usually held at 

the shrine of the clan spirit medium. The circumstances for performing the bira 

dance are more or less the same as for the kurova guva ceremony. Mbira (thumb 

piano) music is played to the accompaniment of song, dance and beer drinking 

throughout the night. Spirit medium possession usually takes place between midnight 

and the early hours of dawn. As soon as the medium is possessed, the dunzvi (go 

between) greets and dresses the medium in its ritual costume, usually a black and 

white cloth and a head dress made of animal skin. The dunzvi also brings various 

objects like a wooden plate into which consecrated water is poured for the medium to 

drink, a walking stick, hunting spear, dancing axe and clay pot of consecrated millet 

beer. The dunzvi takes up the role of intermediary by mediating between the spirit 

medium and the participating audience. Through him, the living can dialogue with 

the departed ancestor possessing the medium. In aesthetic terms therefore, the bira 

dance has close parallels with the kurova guva ceremony because of its use of such 

elements as ritualized space, costume and stage properties, apart from having the 

players stepping into a world set apart from ordinary life (Henricks, 2002).  

 

What is perhaps most peculiar to the bira dance is the pot of beer that acts as a 

libation for the ancestors so that they may also partake of the sacred offering. A 

portion of this libation will be poured to the ground as a symbolic gesture of tribute 

to the ancestors. It is believed that the ancestors will partake of this sacred beer 

during the night. The living will have given their offering to the ‘living dead’ (Mbiti, 

1969:83) as thanksgiving for ancestral guidance, protection and sustenance. 

Possession comes to an end when the possessing spirit signals that it is ready to 

‘dismount’ from the svikiro, which literally means ‘place of arrival’, in order to 

return to the ancestral world. The ancestral spirit’s departure is marked by the loud 

yawning and roaring which momentarily seizes the medium after which he or she 

returns to his/her normal self as an ordinary being. He/she can now be addressed by 

his or her own proper name instead of by the ancestor’s name, as was the case during 
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the time of spiritual possession. 

 

The play element in bira dance cannot be over-emphasized. The ludic aspect of the 

dance does not by any means prevent it from being performed with the utmost 

seriousness. The boundary between bira as a function of play and as a survival 

strategy remains fluid. It is both seriousness and non-seriousness at the same time. 

Like other dances, bira is a typical manifestation of play in action. It is bound up 

with notions of ritual celebration and social obligation. Perhaps it is the element of 

spirit possession, when a human medium transforms to become the spiritual essence, 

which enables the dance to attain its highest form as “a well-defined quality of action 

which is different from ordinary life” (Huizinga, 1955:4). The dance tends to rise 

above any pretensions to seriousness to enter into the sacred sphere of religion. It 

becomes a sacred activity that is ‘played out’ within its own consecrated space and 

time.  

 

In most African societies, dance has specific purposes depending on the context of 

performance. For example, among the Shona people, names ascribed to the different 

dances reflect their functional significance such as mukwerera for rainmaking, 

shangara for ancestral intercession, mbakumba for harvest, mbende for courtship, 

muchongoyo for battle and chinyambera for hunting. As Joe de Graft (1981) points 

out, the ritual acts of mankind spring from the inference that they can produce the 

effect they desire by simply imitating it. This belief is rooted in the principle of 

sympathetic magic which states that like produces like, or the effect resembles the 

cause (Frazer, 1963). Dance is thus an expression of the mimetic impulse. During the 

performance of mbakumba, for instance, dancers can be observed singing and 

miming what they do in the fields such as digging, sowing, weeding and harvesting. 

Dances are therefore ways of persuading or compelling the powers that be to 

intercede on behalf of the living. It has been argued that dance originated in magical 

rites that were believed to have an influence over nature as well as on the outcome of 

events (Harper, 1969). It is an expression of mankind’s desire, through time and 

space, to use his or her most immediate instrument, the body, to communicate his or 

her needs and aspirations in ways that lie beyond the limitations of ordinary speech. 

The introduction of song and music was perhaps a later attempt to express in words 

and sound the ideas and feelings that had originally been communicated through 
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rhythmic body movement.    

 

6.6  Masquerade 
Christopher Kamlongera (2002) reports of a group of development workers who 

recently tried to encourage villagers to take up bee-keeping as an income generating 

activity among the Chewa people of central Malawi. Six months later, they 

discovered that villagers became reluctant to take up the idea as soon as they saw 

what the development workers thought was going to be protective gear for shielding 

the villagers from being stung by the bees. During a meeting with the villagers, 

development workers were puzzled to see villagers just looking and giggling at each 

other. It was only in an informal setting that villagers expressed their disagreement 

with the whole bee-keeping venture. They said they could not put on the protective 

gear because it resembled the masks they see during their own village masquerades 

called nyau, commonly known as Gule WaNkulu (the Great Dance).  

 

In reality, the nyau is more than just a masked performance. It is a way of life which 

began with the Chewa people and later spread to Zambia, Mozambique and 

Zimbabwe through the migrant labour system. The term nyau not only refers to the 

masked performance but also the performers and their belief system. The Chewa 

trace their origin to the Gule WaNkulu creation myth when man, animals and spirits 

once lived together in harmony before the cataclysm (Chimombo, 1988). The 

masquerade itself reflects a symbolic attempt to reconcile man with the animal and 

spirit worlds. To this end, those who want to join it have to undergo a period of 

initiation to gain knowledge of the masquerade. Usually nyau membership is granted 

to those who will have gone through a life-threatening ordeal (Shane, 2002; 

Chabwera, 1988; de Aguilar, 1995).  

 

An outstanding distinction of nyau from most other cultural performances is the 

institutionalized secrecy that surrounds its practice.  As Sambo Shane comments : 

Nyau society is mainly a closed society, one that lives and survives on 

secrecy…  The costumes, particularly the masks, seem to ‘mask’ the nyau 

society itself (2002:25).  
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Because of its close links with beliefs associated with funerals, ancestors and 

animals, the masquerade is usually performed in a secluded ritual place. For purposes 

of initiation, nyau is performed in a bush clearance called dambwe for male initiates 

and tsimba for female initiates. To maintain its secrecy and sacredness, the 

masquerade is mostly performed at night. It uses dance as its main vehicle of 

expression. All nyau can perform at once except for the chadzunda (chief dancers) 

who dance on their own with the backing of others. The dance takes place to the 

accompaniment of music, song and drum-beating without which it will be difficult 

for the dancer to transform into ‘spirit’ form. From the outset, therefore, the spirit of 

playfulness tends to pervade nyau activity in the way in which it suspends and 

reframes customary behaviour patterns.    

 

Nyau masks take different forms depending on the character ascribed to the 

performer. They assume a rather hierarchical order ranging from high mask forms 

like njobvu (elephant), kasiyamaliro (antelope), chadzunda (chief) and nyamkungwi 

(instructor). Lower mask forms include pedegu (orphan), kamano (teeth), 

mbiyazodooka (broken pot), chimombemombe (cow), makinja (ostrich), chilembwe 

(many faces) and others. Disguise is central to the existence and survival of the nyau. 

The performer always emerges from some hidden place such as the grove of trees or 

even from the graveyard. Makolo is the name of the hidden place where the nyau 

mask and dress up before the actual performance. By emerging from the bush in full 

costume and mask, the audience is made to believe that the dancers are no longer 

human but animals and spirits. Thus mask and costume enable the nyau to enter into 

the spirit and animal character being represented. In literal terms, they ‘wear’ or ‘put 

on’ their new identity. In fact the maskers prefer to be called zirombo (animals or 

spirits) rather than zinyau (masked dancers). In his analysis of Huizinga’s 

contributions to play theory, Thomas Henricks (2002) singles out such elements as 

secrecy, masking, disguise, seclusion and voluntarism as central to play. These 

characteristics are manifest in nyau as a cultural performance. 

 

At their highest level of transformation, nyau become possessed by the animal or 

spirit form. Martin Rohmer (1999) remarks that mask and costume endow the nyau 

with an over-powering presence. They not only cause the masker to experience a 

transformational effect in mind, body and soul but also regulate the presence or 

 92



absence of the spirit or animal ‘being’. In other words, they prepare the masker for 

the visitation or possession. As a result, most nyau would advise initiates to approach 

the masks slowly to avoid being overwhelmed or frightened. Oscar Brockett points 

out that : 

The transformation of the human body, its metamorphosis, is made possible 

by the costumes, the disguise. Costumes and masks emphasize the body’s 

identity, or they change it; they express its nature, or they are purposely 

misleading about it … (1992:373).  

Nyau audience can easily tell from the detail of mask and costume the type of 

character being represented and the appropriate behaviour that goes with it. Thus 

apart from transforming the performer, mask and costume can also ‘speak’ to the 

audience as sub-text, what Joseph Paterek calls “words of silence” (1959:2).  

 

The nyau go to great lengths to sustain their mode of disguise. As soon as the dance 

is over, they disappear into the bush. In a newspaper article on the secrecy of the 

masquerade, Maxwell Sibanda (2001) reports that anyone who tries to unmask or 

disclose the identity of a nyau dancer may risk assault or even murder. Disguise 

makes it possible for the nyau to indulge in licentious behaviour under the cover of 

their masks and costumes. To complete the disguise, the performers rarely speak 

when in character but only produce muffled sounds as if their voices have also been 

‘masked’. Even the audience tends to regard the nyau as ‘transcendental’ beings 

whose potency goes beyond the ordinary. Mask and costume evoke mixed feelings of 

fear, excitement and ecstasy, making the audience move on a more or less similar 

plane with the masked performers. As a testimony of their willing suspension of 

disbelief, most nyau audience actually believe in the mystical power of the 

masquerade. They get easily transported by the swings, jumps, gyratings and other 

spectacular movements of the dancers borrowed largely from the animal and spirit 

worlds.  

 

Notwithstanding its secretive and violent tendencies, nyau reflects man’s symbiotic 

relationship with nature. If not done to excess, the use of leaves, bark and hides to 

make costume demonstrates a conscious attempt to achieve an embodied knowledge 

of the natural environment. Tree leaves in particular are usually used by dancers who 

announce funerals and other religious ritual occasions (Shane, 2002:27). During 
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funerals, the leaves will be taken from the vicinity of the graveyard as ritual 

symbolism for celebrating death as a continuation of life beyond the grave. Dancing 

bare-footed is another celebration of man’s relationship with the earth which is seen 

as a source of nourishment and a place where people return at the end of their lives. 

As the bare feet pound on the ground, they are believed to draw additional energy 

from, and allow the living to enter into sacred communion with, the earth where the 

ancestors are believed to reside. That communion is further reinforced by the use of 

mud, clay and ashes to mask the body of the dancer. It is not uncommon for the 

masqueraders to take the mud and clay from a newly dug out grave at funerals. This 

is a symbolic gesture to ‘bring back’ the spirit of the deceased from the dead as in the 

kurova guva ceremony. Such close links between nyau and ritual tends to elevate it 

to the level of sacred play as “an action accomplishing itself outside and above the 

necessities and seriousness of everyday life” (Huizinga, 1955:25). 

 

Sambo Shane (2002) concludes that the masquerade is so highly integrated into the 

existing social structure that we can speak of masking and costuming as the cultural 

system rather than simply its symbolic expression. The masker plays another being, 

and is another being. Nyau practice is rooted in the firm belief that the spiritual 

forces, having both human and animal form, are the mediators between the living and 

the High God.  

 

6.7  Conclusion 
This chapter has shown how play manifests itself in the structuring, forming, 

patterning and ordering of African cultural performances. By locating play within an 

indigenous performance context, the chapter has demonstrated that cultural 

performances are a means of popular communication enshrined within the structures 

of lived experience. The presence of play as an aesthetic discourse within local 

knowledge systems raises possibilities for deconstructing modern development 

discourse as a regime of representation, and hence for transforming people’s lives 

from their point of view. 

 

The play element in and of culture has been found to possess a processual function 

that goes beyond its physical, biological and psychological dimensions. It has a 
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discursive significance. From the descriptions of a few selected cultural performance 

texts, namely children’s games, narrative performance, ritual ceremony, song, dance 

and masquerade, it is evident that there is something in play that transcends its 

apparent non-serious nature. As a cultural phenomenon, play possesses a signifying 

function. Thus each of the cultural performance texts has its own aesthetic quality 

that enables it to communicate development in an indigenous way. 

 

If play is a discursive strategy, a way of representing or constructing particular kinds 

of knowledge (Hall, 2002:60), how is it manifested in other popular discourses like 

theatre for development? Is play a social construct affecting other constructs? If so, 

how? An understanding of play as an aesthetic discourse in contemporary African 

theatre for development practice will be the focus of the next chapters.  
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CHAPTER 7 

 

TRANSITION TO THEATRE FOR DEVELOPMENT 

 

7.1  Introduction    
The previous chapter described how play manifests itself as an aesthetic in African 

cultural performance activity. But when reading works on African theatre for 

development, the role of play as popular aesthetic discourse appears to have been 

overlooked. Instead, most critics tend to view the histrionic element as simply an 

instrumental element in theatre for development. For instance, in her chapter on the 

growth of theatre for development in Africa, Dale Byam contends that early theatre 

for development experiments like the Laedza Batanani in Botswana, Chikwakwa in 

Zambia and Kamiriithu in Kenya were geared towards “using theatre as a tool in the 

socio-economic development of African countries” (1999 : 37).  There are other 

critics and practitioners who seem to share a similar view (see Etherton, 1982; 

Mlama, 1991; Frank, 1995). Once the theatre is confined to an instrumental position 

in or for development, there is a tendency towards privileging the final outcome over 

and above the means by which development was achieved, if at all. 

 

Although contemporary theatre for development scholars acknowledge the role of 

culture in African popular theatre (see Byam, 1999; Mlama, 1991a; Epskamp, 1989, 

1992; Epskamp and Boeren, 1992; Kidd and Colletta, 1980; Chifunyise and Kerr, 

2002), there is not much to be gained in merely affirming such presence. Rather, it is 

appropriate to go further and examine how such culture functions to signify meaning 

in the theatre for development process. The idea is not only to understand what the 

medium of theatre for development is, for instance, ‘folk media’, but how that 

medium operates. Thus in his analysis of the human seriousness of play, Victor 

Turner (1982) cites the example of Richard Schechner’s experimental theatre in 

which play occupies the liminal space in the workshop process. It (i.e. play) acts as a 

means of ‘restoring experience’ by enabling participants, “to understand better not 

only themselves but also the times and conditions which compose (or shape and 

determine) their general ‘experience’ of reality” (Turner, 1982:18).           
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In this chapter, I examine manifestations of play as aesthetic during the period of 

transition to theatre for development in Africa between the mid-1970s and early 

1980s. I focus mainly on those experiences that had an influence on the emergence of 

theatre for development in Zimbabwe. The purpose is to find out how the aesthetic 

informed that transitional phase. To what effect? What type of development 

paradigms emerged from these early experiments? In the case of theatre for 

development related workshops, I attempt to make an assessment of how the 

aesthetic was applied in the process of communicating the development needs and 

aspirations of target communities. But, for purposes of clarity, it is necessary to 

begin with an outline of a typical theatre for development workshop framed in 

accordance with play discourse. 

 

7.2 Workshop Process 
Penina Mlama (1991a) describes a popular theatre workshop as an animating process 

for building up the people’s capacity to create their own performances, and through 

that analyse their situation in order to start a more sustained process of 

conscientization and organization. Both animateurs and participants research and 

analyse development problems in order to arrive at a critical awareness, and if 

possible, plan a course of action to solve those problems. The workshop is therefore 

a cultural construct intended to act as a basis for improving people’s lives. In 

Mlama’s words, through the workshop process : 

man studies and forms an opinion about his environment, analyses it, 

expresses and shares his viewpoint about it, and acquires the frame of mind 

necessary for him to take action to improve upon it. As such, theatre is 

economic, social, political – indeed life itself (1991a:66). 

Other critics also view the workshop as the key methodological framework for 

promoting the integration of culture into people’s development (see Abah, 1992; 

Breitinger, 1992; Frank, 1995; Byam, 1999; Mbowa, 1998; Kerr, 1995; Kamlongera, 

1988; Rohmer, 1999; Kidd and Colletta, 1980; Crow and Etherton, 1980; Epskamp, 

1989, 1992a, 1992b; Eyoh, 1991). The target community provides the context within 

which the workshop will be located. But how does the workshop frame the 

development process? 
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Most theatre for development critics tend to be vague when the question of the 

aesthetic is posed. For Michael Etherton, what the African popular theatre movement 

needs is, “a particular type of performance skill with the ability to reconstitute the 

world in the action of the drama as though we are seeing it (i.e. the world) for the 

first time” (1982:346). Etherton proceeds to explain that once the familiar becomes 

strange, then people will begin to see that things which hitherto had appeared 

unchangeable could in fact be changed. David Kerr (1995) likens the form of the 

drama process in theatre for development to the fluidity of life itself. That form exists 

in a situation in which the gap between reality and illusion is constantly being 

blurred, thus corresponding to the flux and potential transformation taking place in 

society. Oga Abah mentions oracy as contributing to the shift towards a new 

aesthetic realm which he labels as “the un-ending play” (1992:95). The aesthetic of 

‘uncompletion’ that Abah, and also Etherton (1982, 1988) refer to seems to point 

towards the idea of how the drama process can raise people’s consciousness. 

Christopher Kamlongera extends a similar view by arguing that the creation of 

theatre with rather than for the people should recognize the existence of “an African 

theatre aesthetic” (1988:79). Although these critics do not elaborate on the nature of 

the aesthetic, they however seem to concur on how it can create alternative ‘frames 

of existence’ (Voss Price, 1998) for the participants. 

 

In this study, I regard a workshop as a process of creating new frames of existence 

through play discourse. It may be considered as a means by which ordinary reality is 

suspended in order to communicate particular meta-messages about development. 

The new frames created by play bring forth new forms of consciousness linked to 

development issues such as health care, environmental awareness, human rights, 

political freedom and gender equality. As a process of play frame creation, the 

workshop requires that the players be involved in order to experience the new frames 

of existence. It is the means by which the co-players are able to transcend, transform 

or assimilate their reality, what Brian Sutton-Smith calls, “novel frame constructing 

activity” (1979:318).  

 

The example of the workshop process that I will outline represents a typical popular 

theatre workshop that can be changed or modified according to the specific context. 
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My intention is to illustrate the different discursive stages that may constitute a 

typical theatre for development workshop as follows : 

 

(i) Negotiation : Animateurs and participants, as co-players, engage in 

group building work. They share with and build trust in each other 

through warm-up games, songs or dances. Frame negotiation is one of 

the preliminary steps towards creating new frames of existence. It is a 

way of preparing the players to break away from familiarity. It 

establishes the preconditions necessary for social, affective and mental 

engagement on the part of players. 

 

(ii) Research : The facilitators gather information regarding the issues at 

stake using different participatory methods such as informal discussions, 

homestead visits and unstructured interviews. The research approach 

needs to be a give and take affair between animateurs and the target 

community. Each learns something from the other. 

 

(iii)      Analysis : The data gathered through collective research now needs to be  

analysed and the issues at stake organised in order of priority. The target 

community takes a lead in the analysis process since they know what 

problems affect them most. When the community examine their problems 

themselves, they are bound to understand more than when the problems 

are analysed for them by outsiders. The tendency to impose the analysis 

on the community is likely to create passivity, apathy or withdrawal. In 

other words, the community itself is better placed to engage in the 

codification of its own reality with animateurs facilitating the whole 

process. 

 

    (iv)     Improvisation : This marks the most crucial part of the workshop. Players  

     engage in the making of new frames of existence through rehearsing   

     ‘stories’ developed from the prioritized problems. Each rehearsal is at   

     once a ‘frame breaking’ and ‘frame creating’ exercise. The playful   

     activity allows even the most pressing problems to be experimented with  

     and tested free of consequence. There is greater flexibility of thought,  
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     behaviour and feeling as players lose belief in ‘the world as it is’ in  

     favour of ‘the world as it should be’. In Sutton-Smith’s view, play frame  

     creation is, “a highly charged way of making belief” (1979:318).    

 

(iv) Performance : The ‘final’ performance is a culmination of improvised  

activity. It is the sum total of all the preparations made in the preceding   

stages. In some cases, the performance only extends the improvisational 

frame as play remains a process of making belief through the creation of 

potential frames of existence (Sutton-Smith, 1979; Groos, 1976). It is 

never final but continues as a means of ‘creative living’. 

 

      (vi)     Consequence : This is the result or outcome of the whole framing or          

                 ‘workshopping’ process. Play functions to potentiate what needs to be  

       assimilated, transformed and transferred to the larger cultural system. In    

       Sutton-Smith’s simple analogy, “Play is the fool that might become the  

       King” (1979:320). The workshop as a paradoxical frame-making  

       activity is an attempt to reconcile real world ambiguities. It is not a  

       mere dabbling with frames of existence for their own sake. Thus the   

       paradoxes of play come to be matched with those of development itself.  

          

In examining the transition to theatre for development, and indeed in looking at how 

the aesthetic manifests itself in development communication, I will consider the 

notion that play is a flexible discourse (Sutton-Smith, 2002; Schechner, 1993; 

Turner, 1982). Its adaptive variability cannot be restricted to any rigid workshop 

frame. Thus instead of sticking to the stages outlined above, I regard each workshop 

as a means of structuring development according to its own context. Sutton-Smith 

(1999) asserts that the different forms of play are simulations of the struggle for 

survival. They package the variable existential contraries of everyday life in their 

own quirky, that is disorderly, fragmentary and repetitive way. Hence, I consider 

each workshop as a simulative ludic map of the contradictory conditions affecting a 

particular community with a view to effect development.  
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7.3  Pungwe Theatre  
In his book aptly entitled The Playful Revolution (1992), Eugene van Erven argues 

that spontaneity is a key ingredient in the process of liberation. It is by acquiring the 

ability to think for and act by themselves that a people can be able to resist different 

forms of oppression. Following Erich Fromm’s (1960) philosophy of ‘positive 

freedom’, Erven points out that spontaneous activity enables the subaltern classes of 

the developing world to break through the ‘culture of silence’ and strive for freedom. 

Their thinking, feeling and behaving become expressions of their selves rather than 

of automatons. As Ngugi wa Thiong’o (1972) argues, it is when people are involved 

in the active work of destroying an inhibitive social structure and building a new one 

that they begin to see themselves. They are ‘born again’ during the process of 

releasing their creative spirit and imagination. Spontaneity as process can therefore 

replace a culture of silence with a culture of liberation. It is against such theoretical 

formulation relating to the theatre of liberation that pungwe, the all-night theatrical 

performances which peasants, workers and guerillas engaged in during the 

Zimbabwean national liberation struggle (1966-79) can to be understood.  

 

Pungwe theatre, as it has come to be popularly known (see Kidd, 1983a, 1985; 

Chifunyise, 1994; Kerr, 1995; Seda, 1999, 2001a; Rukasha, 1994; McLaren, 1992), 

may be viewed in Frantz Fanon’s (1967) terms as a means of creating a new national 

culture as an essential ingredient of the struggle for liberation from colonialism. 

Fanon (1967) describes a ‘national culture’ as a whole body of efforts made by a 

people to justify and celebrate the action through which they re-create themselves 

and keep themselves in existence. Amilcar Cabral (1982) adds that the national 

liberation struggle is not only a product of culture but also a determinant of culture. 

Cabral (1982) identifies some of the features of the liberation movement as the 

practice of democracy, of criticism and self-criticism, of increasing the responsibility 

of people in directing their lives, of being aware of the cause of independence, social 

justice and development. How was play manifested in pungwe as a discursive 

strategy for the armed revolutionary movement?  

 

Pungwe appropriated indigenous cultural performances such as bira (ancestral 

thanksgiving), ngondo (warrior dance), ngano (storytelling), nheketero (oral poetry) 
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and dzimbo (song). Although colonialism and missionary Christianity had tried to 

suppress these indigenous modes of cultural expression (Kerr, 1995; wa Thiong’o, 

1986; Awoonor, 1975; Verstraelen, 1994), the cultural forms managed to survive by 

employing different strategies of survival. According to Elaine Savory (1995), a 

strategy of survival is a resistance mode which releases spontaneous energy by 

reconnecting with and adapting the past, and in the process, carves out ‘performance 

space’ in given contexts of repression. As Ngugi wa Thiong’o elaborates, the 

performance space is an arena of struggle, “a representation of being, the coming to 

be, and the ceasing to be, of processes in nature, human society and thought” 

(1998:37). Ngugi’s notion of ‘performance space’ as a self-contained field of 

enacting power relations between performers and audience does not differ from a 

typical workshop space framed in accordance with play discourse. For instance, the 

bira, as an ancestral thanksgiving ceremony was, and is still viewed as a process of 

communal healing. Believers derive a profound sense of security, belonging and 

satisfaction when, during spiritual possession, they are able to dialogue with their 

departed ancestors. Spirit mediumship, the entry of an ancestral spirit into the body 

of a chosen human medium, is believed to be a manifestation of ancestral 

reincarnation. The power of such ritual lies in how it makes participants believe that 

their ancestors are living in and among them. Ancestral religion forms the basis of 

most African people’s livelihood. In the words of Solomon Mutswairo : 

The fertility of the land, and the health of the people, depend by and large, 

upon the (African) people’s relations with the spirits of their departed 

ancestors (1993:46).  

It was not surprising that during the liberation struggle, freedom fighters from the 

Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA), the armed wing of the 

current ruling Zimbabwe African National Union (Patriotic Front) party, alias ZANU 

(PF), took advantage of the bira and transformed it into the all-night, community-

based, political ‘workshops’ known as pungwe. By virtue of its ritual origins, 

therefore, the pungwe became a powerful weapon for mobilizing and conscientising 

peasants and workers about the aims of the liberation struggle. 

 

During the performance of pungwe, names of nineteenth century ancestral heroes and 

heroines of the First Chimurenga (armed resistance movement) like Nehanda, 

Kaguvi, Chaminuka and Mapondera were always invoked in revolutionary chants, 
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dance, song and poetry. Paul Berliner’s (1981) description of the bira as a long 

communal journey through the night can equally be applied to the pungwe as a 

highly participatory and improvised form of social celebration spiced with political 

indoctrination, nationalist sloganeering and cultural renewal. By means of 

performance, feelings of solidarity, courage and determination were instilled in the 

hearts and minds of villagers as they ‘united’ with their heroic ancestors against the 

colonial regime. An example of the conscientising process in pungwe was the 

following song entitled Titarireyi (Protect us) : 

   Our guardian spirit 

     We pray for your protection 

Our guardian spirit 

We pray for your protection  

 

Oh, Chaminuka, our guardian spirit 

Oh, Nehanda, our guardian angel 

Protect us as we fight the enemy 

Our guardian spirits we pray 

Please watch over us 

 

Our mothers are suffering 

Our fathers are being harassed 

When will they come to join the struggle? 

Please tell us our ancestors 

Please watch over us (see Pongweni, 1982:51-53). 

 

More often than not, such revolutionary songs were accompanied by kongonya 

(warrior-like) dance and toyi toyi (military drill) chants. In its original bira context, 

dance is an act of communion between the living and the departed. Participants see 

dance as a vehicle for influencing the spiritual powers to bring order, security, 

continuity and equilibrium into the community. Not only does it satisfy the human 

urge for play, it is a fusion of the artistic with the religious. As described in Chapter 

6, the nature of the dance justifies the purpose for which it is intended. For instance, 

the kongonya was an imitation of what the people desired to happen during the 

struggle for liberation. As Brian Crow (1983) concludes, it is common in Africa for 
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communication to take place without a word being uttered, or for words to be uttered 

rhythmically.  

 

 It is not possible to describe all the discursive features of pungwe within the scope of 

this study. Suffice it to say that it provided a forum for people’s involvement in the 

shaping of their history. In fact, Alec Pongweni (1982) goes further to assert that it 

was the songs that were sung during pungwe that won the liberation war. Pungwe 

awakened the people’s spontaneous craving for social justice, self-determination and 

political freedom which was manifested through the playful spirit of the Second 

Chimurenga. As Ross Kidd says at some length : 

The war effort required an ongoing dialogue with, politicization of, and active 

effort from the peasants. Long exhortatory speeches turned peasants off. But 

when the peasants themselves became major actors and co-organizers of the 

event, their interest and support increased. The skits, songs, dances and poetry 

became an effective cover for the clandestine meetings and at the same time 

conveyed the ideas and spirit of the revolution …(as) villagers and fighters 

acted out and danced their commitments … (1983a:6-9). 

Hussein Bulhan (1985) argues that true liberation requires the simultaneous 

transformation of the oppressed as well as the social conditions that create the 

conditions of oppression. Pungwe laid a precedent in which the subjects of 

‘development’ were directly implicated in the making of a ‘poetics of the oppressed’. 

The subjects assumed the role of protagonists, breaking the existing hegemonic 

structures, trying out alternative solutions and deciding plans for action. Such theatre 

may not have been the revolution itself but, in Boal’s view, “it (was) surely a 

rehearsal for the revolution” (1979:122).  

 

However, Cabral (1982) warns of an inherent paradox existing within the theatre of 

liberation movement itself. While it thrives on a ‘return to the source’ approach that 

regards the community as the bearer and creator of culture, Cabral points out that the 

problem of class interests is, “ a truth which the liberation movement cannot afford 

to ignore without risking betrayal of the economic, social and cultural objectives of 

the struggle” (1982:47). Thus while the pungwe had the ingredients of a truly popular 

aesthetic discourse, the rather privileged position of freedom fighters and the 

nationalist leadership vis-à-vis the peasants and workers posed a potential danger in 
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terms of future conflicts of interest after the liberation struggle. Fanon (1978) also 

says that the people are often slow to realize that other ‘natives’ like themselves will 

make use of the struggle to strengthen their material position and growing power. 

This raises the ambiguous possibility of pungwe being manipulated to mobilize the 

people to participate in their own domestication rather than liberation.   

 

7.4  Constellations of Influence 
One other assumption of the modernization approach to development discussed in 

Chapter 5 was that indigenous cultures would be superseded by a ‘modern’ culture 

capable of accommodating and sustaining an infrastructure that can transform less 

developed countries into modern nations (see Gutkind and Wallerstein, 1976; 

Verhelst and Tyndale, 2002). During the period of transition towards modernity, the 

indigenous economy would, through the trickle-down effect, reap the benefits of 

modern economic progress. But, as I have indicated earlier, the apparent futility of 

the economic development approach in developing countries created a need to turn to 

the cultural development approach. David Kerr has noted that the cultural option 

placed new emphasis on “a search for informal education techniques and 

communication systems that do not require massive modern investments” (1991:57). 

 

The theatre for development movement in Africa emerged in the late 1970s as an 

alternative communication approach premised on the cultural dimension of 

development. But, as David Kerr (1991:73) has noted, the major problem that 

affected the movement in its initial take-off has been the influence of dominant 

forces in local and global power politics. While it sought to privilege indigenous 

culture as its prerequisite for development communication, the theatre for 

development movement found itself mired in the literary theatre art tradition of its 

early practitioners. Not only that, the drive towards supporting local community-

based groups saw funding organizations tending to dictate the terms of local 

development models. Not surprisingly, most of the early theatre for development 

experiments were associated with a tendency to link literary theatre with popular 

theatre. According to Kerr (1991), this tendency has manifested itself in the blending 

of indigenous theatre with Western theatre forms. The transition to theatre for 
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development should therefore be seen as the beginning of a complex dialectic 

between African performing arts and non-indigenous art theatre.  

 

For Zimbabwe in particular, and other African, Latin American and Asian regions in 

general, such a transition was mostly a result of a constellation of influences. The 

rise of popular theatre experiments like Laedza Batanani in Botswana, Chalimbana in 

Zambia, Kamiriithu in Kenya and Kumba in Cameroon, to mention only a few, 

provided the necessary impetus for the beginning of theatre for development practice 

in Zimbabwe. These early popular theatre experiments provided the focal meeting 

points for regional popular theatre workshops. As Kerr (1995) has observed, the 

interchange of ideas and information within Africa and between Africa and other 

parts of the developing world led to a network of influences among popular theatre 

activists. African popular theatre artists were able to share with and benefit from the 

theoretical and practical experience of theatre workers from other parts of the 

developing world.  

 

Although most of the early popular theatre experiments that I have selected for 

discussion in this chapter have already been documented, Kerr acknowledges that not 

much emphasis has been put on “the continuing struggles and durable creativity of 

African popular theatre praxis” (1995:255). The prevailing tendency, as Desai (1991) 

noted, has been to give narrative descriptions of workshops at the expense of 

analyzing the aesthetic upon which they are, or should be, based. For this reason, 

Kerr repeats a challenge which many critics have apparently not yet taken up : 

I do not mean to disparage the achievements of popular theatre, but I would 

argue for … a kind of aesthetic pluralism in Africa, for the existence of the 

widest variety of theatre genres, so that the whole creative matrix is available 

to the practitioners of popular theatre (1981:157; 1995:72). 

Kerr’s (1995) argument is mainly focused on the aesthetic as the means by which the 

marginalized express themselves. Such an aesthetic needs to be able to adapt to the 

circumstances, contradictions and struggles in which the people find themselves. It is 

my contention that the different features and discursive frames of play such as those 

discussed in Chapter 3 are appropriate for communicating the people’s aspirations 

for development. It is therefore significant to find out the extent to which play as 

aesthetic was manifested in the early popular theatre experiments. 
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 7.4.1 : The Laedza Batanani Experiment  

This workshop was initiated by two expatriate adult educators based at the 

University of Botswana, namely Ross Kidd and Martin Byram. The workshop was 

called Laedza Batanani which in local Tswana language means ‘the sun is already 

up; it’s time to come up and work together’ (Kidd and Byram, 1977:20). The 

workshop began as a one week annual festival held in the northern Bokalaka region 

of Botswana between 1974 and 1977. The main problems confronting the region 

were high population mobility, government neglect and community apathy. In the 

words of Kidd and Byram : 

People (were) reluctant to attend community meetings, to work on self-help 

projects or to attend talks by extension workers. Local leaders (had) largely 

abandoned self-reliance and concentrated on pushing government to provide 

improvements and new services (1977:21). 

Laedza Batanani was therefore introduced to create the spirit of self-reliance, self-

awareness and collective action among the Bokalaka people.    

 

In summary, the Laedza Batanani workshop process was as follows : 

(i) Identification : Over 100 community leaders, local politicians, village 

development committee members, field workers, teachers, church and 

women’s group leaders were invited to come and identify the problems in 

the area. They worked in groups to list down the villagers’ problems. 

(ii) Prioritization : The workshop group selected three priority areas where 

they felt the community would be willing to take action. These priority 

areas were then spread over a three year target period. For instance : (a) 

1974 – family conflict, migrant labour, cattle theft, village improvement; 

(b) 1975 – land reform, tuberculosis (TB), unemployment; (c) 1976 - 

venereal disease, sex education, nutrition, agricultural production and 

sanitation. 

(iii) Analysis : The community workshop team met again to analyse the 

problems selected for the annual festival. At the same time, actors were 

identified from within the workshop group through 10 minute 

improvisations. The actors took the lead in the brainstorming exercise. 
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(iv) Scripting : The actors came up with a sequence of events and began to 

improvise the dialogue, gesture, movement, dance, song and puppetry. 

The emphasis was on spontaneity since there was no fixed script for the 

performance. Characters were usually stock types like the miner, the 

village drunkard, the cattle thief and the juvenile delinquent with whom 

the audience could easily identify. 

(v)  Performance : The selected team of actors finally took the ‘festival on 

the road’, touring the other villages in the Bokalaka region. They 

followed the kgotla tradition by transforming the ‘traditional village 

meeting place’ into an open air theatre.  

(vi) Discussion : Each performance was followed by a community discussion. 

Kidd and Byram give an example of a village court scene in which, “the 

actor’s semi-circle merged with the audience to form the court” 

(1977:25). Thus members of the audience were drawn into the post-

performance debate about an accused who had seduced the miner’s wife. 

(vii) Evaluation : The evaluation exercise mainly involved finding ways of 

improving the festival rather than assessing the impact of the workshop 

on the villagers. Information collected from post-performance 

discussions, actors’ evaluation sessions and interviews with community 

leaders and extension workers was used to assess the results of the 

workshop-cum-festival.       

 

In spite of the apparent successes of the Laedza Batanani workshop such as decline 

in cattle theft, improved attendance at kgotla (village meeting) and reduced incidence 

of venereal disease, there were a number of shortcomings. These include : 

• lack of participation by ordinary villagers. 

• cattle theft was identified as a major problem for the community, yet it only 

concerned the community leaders, most of the villagers had few or no cattle. 

• workshop facilitators seemed not to trust the villagers in terms of their 

willingness to participate, opting to plant their own actors in the audience in 

order to spark post-performance discussion. 

• discussions carried out after the performance became an end in themselves since 

they could not possibly affect the villagers’ lives. 
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According to the initiators of the workshop, Kidd and Byram, Laedza Batanani 

became what they call, “convocatory communication” (in Byam, 1999:44), a form of 

communication that only calls people together to give out messages. The project was 

largely a ‘top-down’ development model since it lacked direct community 

involvement. What do these shortcomings mean in terms of play discourse? In a 

letter addressed to the workshop organisers, Phillip Sherlock wrote that development 

is never fully effective if the creative force that resides in the people is not brought to 

bear on the development process itself (see Kidd and Byram, 1977). Although Ross 

Kidd and Martin Byram could recognise that the power of popular theatre to 

represent local social reality lay in “using local languages and idioms involving 

large, often open-air audiences not limited by education or class,” (1977:22), they 

still tended to disregard the aesthetic behind such theatre. It was only much later that 

Kidd had to recommend that, “popular theatre needs to dispense with taking plays to 

the people, rather, leaders should work to create plays with the community …” (in 

Byam, 1999:45). 

 

7.4.2 : Kamiriithu Theatre 

Ngugi wa Thiong’o, an outstanding Kenyan novelist, playwright, academic and one 

of the leading pioneers of the theatre for development movement in Africa, opens 

one of his articles with these words : 

In many discussions on development, the cultural aspect is left out, or else 

admitted through the backdoor. And yet if people are the centre of 

development, if they are both the object and subject of development, then the 

quality of their cultural life should be the most important indicator of 

development (1997:131).  

Kamiriithu community theatre, which began in the Limuru district of Kenya from 

1976 to 1977 has been regarded by many critics as a leading experiment in African 

popular theatre practice (see Kerr, 1991, 1995; Byam, 1999; Kidd, 1983a, 1983b; 

Kidd and Colletta, 1980; wa Thiong’o, 1986, 1996, 1998; wa Mirii, 1980; Mlama, 

1991; Kamlongera, 1991; Mda, 1993). Although much has been written about the 

Kamiriithu theatre experience, so far little, if anything, appears to have been written 

from the perspective of play discourse. Yet, if Ngugi’s strong assertion about the 
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centrality of culture in development can be justified, then the Kamiriithu workshop 

also needs to be examined from the point of view of popular aesthetic discourse.      

 

In terms of contextual background, Kamiriithu theatre shares close parallels with 

pungwe theatre. During the Mau Mau armed liberation struggle in the 1950s, 

Kamiriithu villagers were at the centre of resistance against the colonial system 

because of unjust labour conditions, alienation of ‘native’ land, heavy taxation and 

cultural repression (see Kidd, 1983a; Kerr, 1995; wa Thiong’o, 1997; wa Mirii, 

1980). By the time Kenya attained national independence from Britain on 12 

December 1963, Kenyan society was divided between a wealthy black middle class 

who had collaborated with the colonial regime and a dispossessed class of poor 

peasants and workers. Thus at independence, power and wealth became concentrated 

in the hands of a small privileged black elite. Kenya became what a local member of 

parliament, J.M. Kariuki described as ‘a country of ten millionaires and ten million 

beggars’ (in Kidd, 1983b:290).  Soon after making this statement in March 1975, 

Kariuki was assassinated in the streets of Nairobi. In short, those who had done most 

of the fighting during the Mau Mau, the Kenyan peasants and workers seem to have 

lost out at independence. In Kidd’s words : 

They remained on the whole landless, poor, subject to the same exploitative 

working conditions and without an effective means of political expression 

and participation. … Those who spoke out publicly against the ruling clique’s 

unbridled corruption and concentration of wealth were detained, and in a few 

cases, assassinated (1983b:290). 

This was the context within which peasants and workers of Kamiriithu village came 

together to form an organization called the Kamiriithu Community Educational and 

Cultural Centre (KCECC). The village itself was more like a labour reserve or 

‘dormitory village’ supplying workers to tea and coffee plantations in the nearby 

White Highlands and to industries like the Bata Shoe factory in Limuru. 

 

With KCECC as their organizational base, Kamiriithu villagers went further to form 

a management committee with various sub-committees aimed at addressing their 

problems. Of particular importance were three local villagers-turned-intellectuals, 

namely Ngugi wa Thiong’o, the head of the Literature Department at the University 

of Nairobi who was elected chairman of the cultural committee; Ngugi wa Mirii, a 
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researcher in adult education based at the same university who became chairman of 

the education committee; and Kimani Gecau, who taught in the same department 

with Ngugi wa Thiong’o and later became the ‘people’s theatre’ director. The 

primary task of the Kamiriithu project was adult literacy. It was decided to code the 

literacy content in the form of questions derived from the villagers’ experience of 

history as follows :  

Why is there poverty? What are its causes? Why are there some people who 

eat, drink, clothe and shelter well while others go without food, without 

clothes, without houses? What can we do about these problems? How do we 

eradicate poverty and the roots of that poverty? (wa Mirii, 1980:58). 

To deal with these questions, Kamiriithu villagers adopted the following workshop 

process : 

 

(i) Identification : The peasants and workers identified their problems as : 

lack of land, unemployment, low wages, poor working conditions, lack of 

water, lack of firewood, lack of food, housing, health and transport 

facilities. These problems were compounded by the ripple effects of 

poverty such as heavy beer drinking, prostitution and crime. 

 

(ii) Scripting : In my interview with Ngugi wa Mirii as the founding director 

of the Zimbabwe Association of Community Theatre (ZACT), he 

explained that the Kamiriithu villagers approached the two Ngugis to help 

them draft a script that would reflect the people’s experiences, concerns, 

aspirations and grievances. The script was expected to reflect the 

contradictions and problems confronting the villagers (see Appendix 11, 

p. A73). The script was to be written in the words and expressions of the 

people. 

 

(iii) Analysis : The script was then presented at a community forum for public 

reading, discussion, reflection and criticism. Ross Kidd, who claims to 

have observed, ‘the process in action’ (1983b:301) notes that the script 

became the community’s play, everyone contributed to it. The final script 

entitled Ngaahika Ndeenda (I will marry when I want) was an expression 

of the people’s own culture, reflecting their lives and history. Ngugi wa 
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Thiong’o concludes that, “the end product was a far cry from the original 

draft” (1997:133).  

 

(iv) Rehearsal : The selection of actors remained in the hands of the 

community. The period of rehearsal became a time of community rebirth. 

As other villagers came to take part in the acting, singing, dancing and 

costuming, Ngaahika Ndeenda became part of the lived experience of the 

community. As Kidd commented, “outside the rehearsals, people took on 

the identities of their characters in the play and referred to situations in 

the play in their arguments and conversations” (1983:297). 

 

(v) Production : By the time of the final production, ‘directed’ by Kimani 

Gecau as part of a collective community effort, villagers had completed 

the construction of an open–air theatre complex. As Ngugi wa Thiong’o 

openly admits, “I saw with my own eyes peasants, some of whom had 

never once been inside a theatre in their lives, design and construct an 

open-air theatre complete with a raised stage, roofed dressing rooms, and 

an auditorium with a seating capacity of more than two thousand persons” 

(1997:133).  

 

When Ngaahika Ndeenda opened on 2 October 1977, peasants and 

workers sat alongside businessmen, civil servants and intellectuals. 

Perhaps for the first time in Kenya’s history, a play by the people and of 

the people was being acted for the people. Villagers could easily relate to 

the central character, Kigunda, a poor farm labourer employed by Kioi, a 

rich farmer and former colonial collaborator who swindles the farm 

labourer out of his small plot of land. To add insult to injury, Kigunda’s 

daughter is impregnated by Kioi’s son. As a result, the daughter drops out 

of school and starts work as a labourer at a coffee plantation. She resists 

the men who want to seduce her saying, ‘I will marry when I want’. At the 

end of the production, she leads a new revolutionary workers’ struggle 

against multinational companies and their neocolonial collaborators.  
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(vi) Consequence : Perhaps because of fear for a potential peasant and 

workers’ revolution in the making, the Kenyan government banned the 

production of Ngaahika Ndeenda after seven weeks of what Kidd 

describes as “extremely popular performances” (1983b:299). Ngugi wa 

Thiong’o was arrested and detained for a whole year. Due to political 

victimization, the other ‘organic intellectuals’ who had helped in 

facilitating the Kamiriithu workshop, Ngugi wa Mirii, Kimani Gecau and 

Micere Mugo went into exile in the then newly independent nation of 

Zimbabwe. When the Kamiriithu people remained strong enough to 

continue in spite of harassment, the Kenyan authorities finally moved in 

to smash the people’s theatre complex to the ground.  

 

Like pungwe, Kamiriithu theatre was a typical demonstration of play discourse at 

work. One can easily observe several ludic paradoxes and/or contradictions that 

emerged during the workshop as follows :  

(a) Ordinary villagers reappropriated their own idioms of expression such as song, 

narrative, poetry and dance to ‘take back’ what the ruling class had denigrated as 

‘traditional’ by converting it into a tourist commodity, or a tool for glorifying the 

partisan politics of the leadership. The people transformed these cultural idioms into 

a ‘playful revolution’. 

 

(b) The theatre facilitators and development workers, instead of acting as outsiders, 

assumed the status of Antonio Gramsci’s ‘organic intellectuals’ by willingly 

committing ‘class suicide’ to become one with the community. Ngugi wa Thiong’o 

(1997) remarks that the six months he spent with the villagers were the true 

beginning of his education, the time he learnt the creative nature of the people’s 

language. 

 

(c) Through play discourse as their vehicle of protest, villagers were able to reveal 

and analyse the paradoxes of development itself. The economic and political 

structures that are supposed to uphold the people’s welfare were instead found to be 

implicated in the villagers’ impoverishment and powerlessness. 
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(d) Through its adaptive capacity, play also exposed the prevailing neocolonial 

contradictions. While it could be appropriated by the leaders in domesticating the 

people, they (the people) used it to satirise the source of their suffering. For instance, 

Gicaamba, a factory worker in Ngaahika Ndeenda (I Will Marry When I Want) 

(1982) leads other peasants and workers in a revolutionary song as follows :  

 Gicaamba : The trumpet – 

 Others :       Of the workers has been blown 

                                 There are two sides in the struggle 

                                 The side of the exploiters and that of the exploited 

                     On which side will you be when 

            Gicaamba : The trumpet - 

            Others :       Of the workers is finally blown? (wa Thiong’o and wa Mirii,  

            1982:115). 

 Needless to say, such playful activity was an open call for a people’s revolution. 

Since the songs were adapted from the people’s cultural repertoire, they became a 

way of reclaiming their silenced voices and of taking charge of their own 

development. 

 

But as with all experiments, Kamiriithu theatre had its own shortcomings, some of 

which tended to threaten the growth of theatre for development as a movement. The 

Cameroonian academic and theatre for development practitioner, Bole Butake 

(1991:175) argues that because of the radical approach to theatre which invoked the 

wrath of the Kenyan authorities, Kamiriithu peasants and workers could no longer 

use theatre to develop themselves. They might even be worse off now than they were 

before the experiment. Although the villagers ‘commissioned’ the Ngugis to script 

Ngaahika Ndeenda for them, the post-scripting process appears to have simply 

endorsed the Marxist-Leninist ideology of the two intellectuals. Villagers only came 

in to add form to an already inscribed ideological content. Even the published script 

bears the name of the two authors rather than that of the Kamiriithu people. Although 

the political climate has since changed in Kenya, the intellectuals still remain in self 

exile. One is inclined to pose the question : On whose side are you, ‘masters’ of 

culture? If development is to belong to the people, and if play is a function of their 

culture, then the people need to own the whole process of consciousness-raising with 

intellectuals adopting the role of catalysts. 
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7.4.3 : The Murewa Workshop 

This was a three week workshop held in the Murewa village of Zimbabwe in August 

1983. In his report on what has come to be popularly known as the Murewa 

workshop, Ross Kidd (1983a), now a fully-fledged theatre for development 

practitioner and leading international facilitator, reports that what became important 

during the workshop was the villagers’ own contribution to the development process. 

Peasants were made to take control of the learning process rather than remain passive 

recipients of ideas from outside.  On their part, the combined team of local and 

international development workers also learnt to work with rather than for the 

community. They became facilitators and animateurs instead of directors, technocrats 

and performers. In Kidd’s own words: 

Their job was to animate and facilitate a drama-making and analysis 

process : getting the villagers to do the thinking, to question their 

assumptions, to look for root causes, to strategise and … to make plays and 

songs as a way of focusing, concretising and generating analysis (1983a:7).  

The actual workshop process drew heavily from the villagers’ own idioms of 

expression such as storytelling, poetry, song and dance, thus allowing room for 

popular participation in the conscientization process. As Kerr (1995) comments, 

while the Murewa workshop did not depart significantly from the Laedza Batanani 

model, it had a larger support structure. There were a large number of local and 

international delegates from countries where theatre for development had become 

relatively well established such as Botswana, Kenya, Zambia, Ghana, Nigeria, 

Cameroon, Tanzania, Malawi and Swaziland. “What was significant was the spread 

of the popular theatre idea to theatre practitioners from many countries, and the 

consolidation of networking infrastructures to support … the rights of popular theatre 

artists” (Kerr, 1995:253). 

 

A closer look at the Murewa workshop process shows a mixture of communication 

strategies oscillating between the exogenous and endogenous development 

approaches as follows : 

• Preliminary meetings with villagers consisted of an exchange of games, songs 

and dances between peasants and theatre for development facilitators.  
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• These were followed by the data gathering phase where problems confronting 

the  community were identified, for instance water shortage, lack of capital, 

gender violence, teenage pregnancy and youth unemployment. 

• The next step involved mapping out ways of making villagers realise the need 

to solve their problems. Villagers were engaged in collective discussions to 

plan the courses of action to be taken. 

• The discussions culminated in the preparation of dramatic performances in 

which the villagers’ expressed their problems and searched for solutions. It 

became easy for theatre for development facilitators to take advantage of the 

villagers’ spontaneous role play in order to explore development issues with 

them. 

• By observing themselves in action, villagers were engaging in critical 

thinking and reflection on how best to solve their problems.  

 

To an extent, the Murewa workshop demonstrates the extent to which play operates 

as an aesthetic discourse for communicating development using the endogenous 

approach. In Victor Turner’s (1995) taxonomy of the shift from ritual to theatre, play 

constitutes the limen phase of community action. The Murewa villagers, for instance, 

made use of different functions of play to address their problems. Song and dance 

created a threshold of possibilities in which villagers could break the frames of 

existential reality and forge new identities for themselves. As Christopher Odhiambo 

(2001) points out, theatre for development engages its participants in ‘fixing’, ‘un-

fixing’ and ‘re-fixing’ people’s attitudes, habits and behaviours. The human 

condition is not permanent but a social construct capable of being ‘un-fixed’ and ‘re-

fixed’ accordingly. In a sense, that ‘un-fixing’ process is ‘liminalised’ by the medium 

through which the people’s problems are articulated. 

 

Games and stories laced with music, song and dance afforded workshop participants 

the joy of creating new ways of seeing and interpreting the world through play. As 

Turner (1995) argues, play is not just fun but a liminoid mode, the source of the ‘as 

if’ or ‘what if’, the moods of may be, might be, desire and conjecture that ultimately 

trigger alternative realities, thoughts, feelings and intentions. The aesthetic of play 

acts as a storehouse of creativity, a striving for new forms and structures, a gestation 
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process and an anticipation of post-liminal existence. A defining characteristic of 

play is the way it gives power to the weak against the powerful as reflected in the 

popular Shona adage, chihwerure hachiendi kumba (playful jibes should not be taken 

home). In other words, the weak are given licence to vent their grievances against the 

powerful for as long as it is done through play. In the process, play becomes a source 

of self-affirmation, self-discovery and self-recognition. It functions to transform the 

indeterminate, unfamiliar and uncertain into the determinate, familiar and certain, 

enabling the players to break the frames of oppression and realize the potential for 

freedom. By transforming the dandaro (open space) into a site of communal 

regeneration, play creates a potential for behavioural change within the players. In 

the Murewa workshop, the village open space provided an opportunity for infinite 

variability in terms of movement, participation and expression. The people were able 

to cultivate the confidence to examine their needs and aspirations within the 

familiarity of the village setting. 

  

However, the evaluation stage was the negative turning point for the Murewa 

workshop. While villagers had actively participated in the framing of their own 

development through play, the group of local and international facilitators finally 

hijacked the process by excluding them in the evaluation phase. Instead of allowing 

the villagers to assess whether their play activity had made a difference to their 

previous conditions of existence, the development workers opted to evaluate the 

villagers’ contributions by themselves (see Kidd, 1983a; Kerr, 1995; Chinyowa, 

2002a; Eyoh, 1991). In a way, they were now passing their own value judgements on 

the development outcome instead of drawing their conclusions from the villagers 

own experiences. Moreover, the facilitators did not revisit the workshop site to assess 

whether the capacity-building process they had helped to erect was sustaining itself 

in their absence.  

 

7.4.4 : Kumba Workshop 

Hansel Ndumbe Eyoh (1991) points out that his first encounter with popular theatre 

was during the Murewa workshop in Zimbabwe in August 1983. This inspired him to 

find out more effective ways by which popular theatre could be made to work. In his 

own words, “I was convinced that the methodology could be pushed even further, 

and this resulted in the organization of the Kumba workshop” (1991:1). What was 
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the purpose, context and methodology of the Kumba workshop? How did play 

discourse inform the workshop process? What development paradigm resulted from 

the workshop? What was the effect?  

 

As an experiment in theatre for development, the Kumba workshop, which took 

place in Cameroon from 28 November to 16 December 1984, has been dubbed, “The 

Miracle Workshop” (Butake, 1991:161). The theatre practitioners actually lived in 

the village, “operating from the village and dealing with the villagers in the evenings, 

and not in the day as (they) had done in Murewa” (Chifunyise, 1991:37). Workshop 

facilitators divided themselves into three groups, with each group tasked to work and 

stay in each of the three villages of Kumba, namely Kake, Konye and Kurume. 

Staying in the villages rather than operating from their workshop base created a sense 

of trust, confidence and integration between the villagers and the development 

workers (see Eyoh, 1984, 1991).  

 

For purposes of illustration, I will focus on the workshop process carried out in 

Konye since it involved all the three villages : 

(i) On the surface the most pressing problem affecting the Kumba farming 

community appeared to be the lack of a bridge across the Mungo river. Most farmers 

had to carry their produce on their heads and walk across a 75 metre long hammock, 

or hanging bridge, that spanned the Mungo river. In reality, however, facilitators 

discovered that there was a much more serious problem than the bridge – “the 

unhealthy rivalry, disunity and even the prevalence of a feeling of animosity among 

the three villages” (Butake, 1991:163). Other problems in the area such as 

alcoholism, malnutrition, rural exodus, witchcraft and women’s oppression could not 

be tackled in such a climate of disunity. 

 

(ii) The Konye workshop group chose to confront the problem of disunity within the 

three villages. The group settled on make-believe as their discursive frame. In 

Butake’s words, “The strategy was to create a story improvisation based on the 

theme of disunity, … (with) songs from the area built in to give the play atmosphere” 

(1991:167).  
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(iii) Penina Mlama, a prominent theatre for development activist and academic from 

Tanzania who was leading the Konye group, explains that it was pointless to work 

with one village since the bridge was a project that involved all the three villages. 

They had to go from one village chief to another persuading them to come to a joint 

meeting with the workshop group. 

 

(iv) At last, workshop participants performed their improvised story in the expansive 

court-yard of one of the chiefs with over three hundred villagers in attendance. The 

make-believe play frame was an adaptation of the African storytelling tradition. 

After hilarious singing and dancing, a narrator intervenes to salute the chorus before 

asking them if they would be interested in her story. Then the following scenario 

ensues :  

 

SCENE 1 : The narrator opens the story of a bed-ridden old man who had a very 

large coffee farm with many wives and three surviving sons. Before he died he called 

his three sons. (From this point the narrator becomes the Old Man instructing his 

three sons to share the farm equally among themselves. He feigns death in the hands 

of his sons followed by weeping and mourning. The singing of a funeral dirge brings 

the scene to an end). 

 

SCENE 2 : The narrator recounts that after the funeral the eldest son carried out the 

last instructions of his father and divided the plantation into three portions. The 

portion by the river he gives to the youngest brother. (Through mime and song, the 

three brothers do routine work on their farms. But one day the youngest brother 

discovers the destruction being caused by erosion on his farm. He consults an 

engineer who recommends the construction of an embankment and advises that 

unless the embankment is built the other two farms will also be affected).  

  

SCENE 3 : The narrator tells the story of how the young man goes to buy building 

material from the city. The driver of the lorry carrying the material is stopped at the 

eldest brother’s farm. (Dialogue is introduced as the driver explains that he is 

bringing material for the man whose farm is by the river. The two elder brothers and 

their wives rally against the youngest brother and declare that the vehicle would only 

pass over their dead bodies).   
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SCENE 4: The narrator tells how, having failed to convince his brothers, the 

 youngest brother decides to appeal to the engineer to help him explain the danger  

they will all run into if the embankment is not constructed. Rather disappointed by  

his inability to convince his brothers, the youngest brother almost resigned to 

his fate. 

 

SCENE 5 : The narrator tells of how by the time another two years had elapsed, half 

of the youngest brother’s farm had already been destroyed by erosion.  (In 

desperation, he decides to take his two elder brothers before the village council.  The 

head of the council issues an order summoning the three brothers to appear before 

the village court). The narrator finally steps forward to ask the villagers, ‘If you were 

the traditional councillors of the village in Tanzania from where this story comes, 

what judgement would you have rendered?’ (see Butake, 1991:169-171). 

  

In terms of play discourse, the Kumba workshop experiment is an example of 

Bateson’s paradox in operation. In other words, the playful nip (i.e. the Tanzanian 

story) may not be the bite (i.e. the Kumba people’s disunity) but it is what is meant 

by the bite. The use of narrative as a make-believe discursive strategy functioned as 

an anti-structural device for breaking the existing frame of social disharmony to 

create an alternative model of reality for the villagers. Mlama comments that, almost 

immediately, the villagers recognized that : 

we were trying to portray their own problem and they said we were trying to 

mirror their own disunity and they took it nicely (1991:111).  

The previous tense atmosphere between the three villages was loosened. In its place, 

a new reality was substituted which made it possible for villagers to begin a process 

of critical thinking, self-analysis and problem-solving. They decided to forget their 

differences and embark on a journey that would take them from Hammocks to 

Bridges (1986), as Hansel Ndumbe Eyoh, the organizer and co-ordinator of the 

workshop, calls his book of the same title. The workshop also demonstrated that even 

the top-down development model can be effective for as long as the medium is 

derived from and understood by the people. 
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The metaphorical symbol reflected in the title Hammocks to Bridges (1986) tends to 

present the Kumba workshop as a success story. According to Susanne Langer, a 

symbol is “any item – a sound, a mark, an object or event – whereby we are enabled 

to make an abstraction” (1953:28). Symbol and metaphor often overlap in terms of 

definition although Gavin Bolton extends the meaning of metaphor as “a dialectic 

between two contexts, the actual and the fictitious” (1979:158). If ‘hammocks’ stand 

for the Kumba people’s lack of unity and ‘bridges’ represent not only the people’s 

unity but also their development, what kind of abstraction can be made from the 

symbolic title? Eyoh (1986) notes that the workshop managed to break the impasse 

that had existed among the villagers.  It helped to influence the people’s perceptions 

by acting as a forum for collective interrogation, analysis and identification towards a 

communal search for social harmony and action. Thus the two-week workshop 

helped to open up possibilities for villagers to build ‘bridges’. As Eyoh points out, 

“the full impact can only be left to time” (1986:107).      

 

But in spite of its apparent successes and miracles, the Kumba workshop had its own 

problems. Tar Ahura, one of the Nigerian popular theatre practitioners who attended 

the workshop, comments that the separate feeding arrangements created a distance 

between the facilitators and the villagers. As a result, for the duration of the 

workshop, “participants (i.e. facilitators) were still visitors who had come to the 

villages to perform and go back” (1991:153). One of the aims and objectives of the 

workshop was to persuade the government of Cameroon to accept popular theatre as 

a tool for development (Eyoh, 1986, 1991; Ahura, 1991). Although popular theatre 

may not necessarily need to be confrontational as happened at Kamiriithu, the option 

of compromise with the centre often exposes the periphery to marginalisation, 

domestication and disempowerment. Moreover, as Ahura (1991) also noted, 

governments will always measure development in terms of their own bureaucratic 

standards. Any deviation from the official provision of services may not be tolerated. 

Thus a welfare mentality may be erected which will not help change the structures 

that perpetuate the people’s underdevelopment. 
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7.5  Conclusion 
This chapter has shown how play as an aesthetic adapted from the people’s culture 

was manifested in the early experiments of the theatre for development movement. A 

typical theatre for development workshop, for instance, has been shown to be framed 

in terms of play discourse. Play acted as a means by which participants were able to 

bring new frames of existence into being. As Michael Etherton (1988:3) has argued, 

the raising of people’s consciousness comes from the process of creating the drama 

rather than from the dramatic product. 

  

The chapter has also shown how pungwe theatre, largely composed of indigenous 

cultural performances, enabled Zimbabwean peasants and workers to express their 

spontaneous response to colonial injustice, and in the process, transform the national 

liberation struggle into a ‘playful revolution’. Beside the pungwe other popular 

theatre experiments emerged in the form of Laedza Batanani in Botswana, 

Kamiriithu in Kenya, Murewa in Zimbabwe and Kumba in Cameroon. These 

experiments provided a forum for a network of influences between and within the 

popular theatre movement itself. For Zimbabwe in particular, the experiments 

became a major source of inspiration for subsequent theatre for development activity.  

 

However, the question of the aesthetic in African theatre for development remained 

unresolved during this period of transition. Thus even after interviewing many 

seasoned African popular theatre practitioners, Eyoh still maintains that, “How we 

use popular theatre methods in conscientizing marginalized people and generating 

action should depend on the ideological leanings of the postulant ” (1991:5). The 

importance of theatre as a popular discourse tends to become irrelevant when the 

people concerned have no say in how they are to develop. As the selected workshops 

have shown, each situation required its own development strategy but tried to remain 

closely linked to the performance idioms of the people.  

 

I would like to end with questions that may offer a useful guide in the choice of an 

appropriate aesthetic for theatre for development. I have adapted some of these 

questions as they have been spelt out by Guarav Desai (1991) : Who is defining 

development in the particular context? Whose interests are most served by the 
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particular development model? Is the development being advocated an imposition on 

the people? Or, is it what the people really want? How much influence do the people 

have on the development program? Are there any incongruencies or contradictions 

between the fundamental values and beliefs of the people and the development 

ideology being advocated? In the next chapters I examine the implications such 

questions have on play discourse as it is currently manifested in Zimbabwean theatre 

for development. 
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CHAPTER 8 

 

URBAN POPULAR THEATRE : A DISCOURSE AT THE CROSSROADS 

 

8.1 Introduction  
When Huizinga (1955) asserted that civilizations express themselves in and as play, 

he could also have been referring to play’s adaptive capacity to act as an applied 

discourse in urban contexts. During the period of transition to theatre for 

development, most of the popular theatre workshops were found to be mostly 

confined to the rural countryside rather than the urban areas. While it was possible 

for theatre practitioners and development workers to adapt the people’s indigenous 

culture for purposes of development, the existence of different subcultures in the 

more ‘modernized’ urban environment poses a challenge to development 

communication. As David Kerr (1991) has argued, since the dominant forces in both 

local and global power politics continue to change with astonishing speed, they are 

quick to appropriate any weapons that may be turned against them. Kerr believes that 

what African popular theatre needs is “a kind of aesthetic pluralism” (1991:72) that 

will enable the people to confront the complexities and ambiguities of development 

at a time of rapid social transformation. 

 

In this chapter, I examine play as a syncretic or hybrid discourse whose divergent 

frames are incorporating new aesthetic elements to come up with an alternative 

development paradigm. Although some Zimbabwean popular theatre artists are still 

adhering to the literary theatre art tradition, others are adopting what Karin Barber 

calls, “an underlying cultural disposition” (1987:41). Thus even if urban popular 

theatre seems rather detached from indigenous African performance traditions, it 

remains connected by means of a sub-textual cultural habitus, described as the 

habitual disposition which people may not be consciously aware of but which 

conditions and guides their actions (Bourdieu, 1977). In her research on Yoruba 

cultural performances, Margaret Drewal (1992) observed that ritual incorporates new 

elements, for instance indigenous maskers wearing Western tuxedos, so that the past 

as referent is modified and adapted to signify the present. The resultant aesthetic 
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frame tends to situate play discourse at the interface of different cultures and 

development approaches.   

 

This chapter explores how play is manifested in contemporary urban popular theatre 

practice in Zimbabwe, with possible cross references to other developing countries, 

particularly those in Africa. The focus will be specifically on development-oriented 

theatre as opposed to other forms of popular theatre. I adopt Karin Barber’s (1987:7) 

notion of popular theatre as an art form which furthers the cause of the people by 

attempting to open their eyes to their objective situation, preparing them to take 

progressive action by acting out scenarios based on their common experiences. I 

apply Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus in order to understand the 

underlying cultural tendencies that are informing the people. My hypothesis is that, 

even in urban contexts, play functions as a discursive mechanism for articulating an 

ongoing collective process of popular consciousness formation. The syncretic play 

frame seems to act as a kind of ‘cultural broker’ by breaking down existing socio-

economic and political anomalies to create alternative development options.  

 

8.2  The Zimbabwe Association of Community Theatre (ZACT) 
The actual transition to theatre for development in Zimbabwe should be attributed to 

the work of the Zimbabwe Association of Community Theatre (ZACT). Although 

much has already been documented about this national theatre association (see 

Byam, 1999; Rohmer, 1999; Chifunyise, 1994; Chifunyise and McLaren, 1988; wa 

Mirii,1999; Seda, 2001a, 2001b), these critics do not seem to have examined how 

play, as an aesthetic discourse, has been manifested in ZACT’s work during and after 

the period of transition. Instead, Dale Byam, whose study focuses specifically on 

ZACT, concludes with a conundrum as follows : 

ZACT’s philosophy and methods find congruence with Freire’s ideas of 

conscientization … But also, the similarities can be gleaned from the constant 

search for a theory that is rooted in the popular condition. … A theory must 

emerge, a theory of cultural action, ‘just as the oppressor in order to oppress, 

needs a theory of oppressive action, so the oppressed in order to become free, 

also needs a theory of action’. The Zimbabwe Association of Community 

Theatre is this theory in practice (1999:192). 
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Just as it is inconceivable how an association can become a ‘theory’, it sounds 

equally inadequate to evaluate a performance-based practice such as theatre for 

development using the sole criterion of what Hansel Ndumbe Eyoh describes as 

“textbook ideologies” (1991:9) such as those based on Freire’s pedagogy. Moreover, 

‘a theory of action’ for the oppressed should, of necessity, be derived from the 

oppressed themselves. 

 

From my interview with Ngugi wa Mirii (see Appendix 11), one of the founding 

members and currently executive artistic director of ZACT, I have come to realize 

that the association was born out of a combination of forces that have paradoxically 

led to its current paralysis. The attainment of Zimbabwe’s political independence in 

April 1980 ushered in a new era that called for national reconstruction and cultural 

transformation. The new black government wanted to continue with socialist ideals 

that had been adopted during the time of the liberation war (1966-79). The new 

Minister of Education, Dzingai Mutumbuka, sought to revitalize culture, in particular 

to modify the pungwe as a way of mobilizing the people for what became known as 

“education with production” (Byam, 1999 :113). In Stephen Chifunyise’s (1994) 

view, the pungwe had enabled the guerillas to concretize the ideology of socialism as 

an instrument of transferring political and economic power to the indigenous people 

of Zimbabwe. Likewise, Mutumbuka saw the pungwe as a starting point for 

communicating government policies on national reconstruction. In January 1981, his 

ministry decided to form a semi-autonomous organization called the Zimbabwe 

Foundation for Education with Production (ZIMFEP) whose task was to launch 

educational experiments that would link theory and practice, mental and manual 

labour, schooling and the real needs of society.  

 

This was the same period that the Kamiriithu community in Kenya was at the peak of 

success with its popular theatre experiment as described in the previous chapter. The 

Zimbabwean government had heard glowing reports of how the Kamiriithu project 

was engaging peasants and workers to address their social and economic 

development. It was then decided to invite the leading organizers of Kamiriithu, 

namely Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Kimani Gecau and Ngugi wa Mirii, to come and share 

their ideas. As Ngugi wa Mirii explained in our interview : 
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First of all, I want to say that when I came to Zimbabwe (from Kenya) in 

1980, it was as a result of the newly independent government, the 

Zimbabwean society and the ruling party, ZANU(PF), that requested support 

to develop community theatre. Or to put it correctly, they wanted experts in 

the area of community theatre to facilitate and help …to integrate the 

performing arts in development activities, to conscientize the people to 

continue understanding their role and place in participating in development, 

to participate in the social change that independence had ushered in. The 

second thing they wanted was to continue with the African performing arts in 

Zimbabwe, the way they were done before colonialism, during the struggle 

for independence and after colonialism (see Appendix 11, pp. A68). 

Since Ngugi wa Thiong’o had been detained and the Kamiriithu Community and 

Educational Cultural Centre (KCEC) destroyed by Kenyan authorities, wa Mirii and 

Gecau ended up in self-exile and began to work under the government-sponsored 

ZIMFEP. By September 1982, they had managed to launch the Community-Based 

Theatre Project (CBTP) whose nationwide theatre training workshops necessitated 

the formation of ZACT in 1988.   

  

How did play inform the development work of ZACT from the time of its formation? 

When I asked Ngugi wa Mirii, in his capacity as artistic director of the national 

umbrella organization, what model would be the best for theatre for development, his 

response was :  

As I see it, community theatre is where the community itself is engaged, it’s 

involved and it’s participating. In that way it becomes true community theatre 

because they are dreaming it themselves, they are the creators, they 

participate and act it with their own colleagues, they critique it and it 

becomes a continuous process. … When it comes to that level, they call it 

political theatre because now it’s liberating and communicating to everybody. 

Everybody is there and getting involved. That’s what we did at Kamiriithu 

where we were working in and with the community, they acting in the plays, 

performing to their own people at their own time, controlling and deciding 

what was right (see Appendix 11, p. A72). 

In theory, Ngugi’s workshop approach sounds laudable but in practice ZACT tends 

to emphasize the training of individual artists rather than the mobilization of the 
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community. Most of ZACT’s work falls within the ‘taking theatre to the people’ 

tradition which makes it an exogenous development model (see Kamlongera, 1988; 

Kerr, 1991, 1995; Epskamp, 1989, 1992; Epskamp and Boeren, 1992; Kidd and 

Colletta, 1980; Srampickal, 1994, Desai, 1990). From an advocacy point of view, the 

exogenous model can help in influencing community action where there was 

‘passivity’. In situations where it has the full support of the target community, the 

exogenous approach can act as an external eye whose intervention may be regarded 

favourably for its impartiality (Kompaore, 2004).  

 

However, in terms of popular aesthetic discourse, the exogenous model tends to lack 

dialogue, participation, reflection and action on the part of the target community. It 

can become a form of mystification which Ngugi himself ironically calls, “cultural 

action for domination” (in Byam, 1999:187). When I observed the workshop 

processes of two of ZACT’s Harare-based groups, James Jingo’s Vhuka Africa 

Performing Arts and Anthony Muendesi’s Mabvuku Cultural Drama Club, it became 

evident that what they were doing was rather different from the kind of ‘true 

community theatre’ that Ngugi mentioned in our interview. The apparent lack of 

dialogue with the community was evident in both urban-based theatre groups, that is 

Vhuka Africa and Mabvuku Drama. The artists prepared their own script, rehearsed 

it with three or four members, looked for a donor, if they could find one, and finally 

took the play to the people. When I worked with James Jingo’s Vhuka Africa group 

during the rehearsal of his solo-authored play on workers’ rights entitled One Against 

Six in the high density suburb of Highfield in Harare, he was still looking for donor 

funding. Mabvuku Drama Club, which was operating from Mabvuku high density 

suburb, had already been commissioned to stage an anti-corruption play by a local 

human rights group called Transparency International (see Chapter 4).  

 

Vhuka Africa and Mabvuku Drama’s community theatre approach fall within the 

description of ZACT’s artistic criteria discussed by Dale Byam (1999) as follows : 

• the artist recreates situations and characters for the people (p.117).  

• the artist is trained to use elements from the ‘people’s culture’ in the study of 

community problems (p. 147).  

• individual theatre companies bear the responsibility of producing progressive 

and development oriented plays (p. 164). 
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The individual artists and their groups take the lead in finding the “ways and means 

of using community theatre as a means of education, development, conscientization 

and social change” (Byam, 1999:146). In an interview with Dale Byam, Ngugi said : 

… you don’t have, all the time, to discuss with the people. … In terms of the 

whole concept of Theatre for Development, where the emphasis is dialogue, 

you have to be very careful because it can also be a means of mystification of 

the problem – that once you have discussed it, (then) you have actually 

solved the problem. …Building a bridge is not an end in itself (in Byam, 

1999:187). 

Ngugi’s argument seems to concur with Prosper Kompaore’s (2004) popular theatre 

experiences in Burkina Faso. Kompaore (2004) points out that the mere fact of 

involving the community, or coming from the community, does not guarantee artistic 

quality and effectiveness. But the contradiction between these views and Ngugi’s 

description of ‘true community theatre’ is quite apparent. ‘Community’ theatre 

cannot be what its name implies if it does not engage the community in dialogue and 

action. Perhaps the example of having an outside professional theatre group helping 

to facilitate local community effort that I will discuss in Chapter 9 would be an 

appropriate option.    

 

What is the current position of ZACT in relation to theatre for development work? 

Apart from Ngugi’s apparent uncertainty with regard to the most appropriate 

approach to community theatre, the association itself no longer enjoys the popularity 

that it had in the 1980s and 1990s. Although Ngugi has plans for its revival such as 

self-funding by venturing into filming and broadcasting, relying less on donor 

funding and transforming ZACT from being an association into a trust, the 

infrastructure that used to hold it together has almost fallen apart. At the time of our 

interview, Ngugi was running the association by himself. With the current political 

and economic crisis in the country, the lack of a national cultural policy, the absence 

of government and donor support, the apparent mismanagement and 

misappropriation of funds, and the splintering of members to form independent 

organizations, the prospects for ZACT’s recovery are not so encouraging. However, 

it is the splinter groups that have developed alongside ZACT like the University of 

Zimbabwe Theatre, originally Zambuko/Izibuko, Children’s Performing Arts 

Workshop, led by two of ZACT’s founding members and Alternative Savanna Arts, 
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formerly Savanna Arts, that have taken up the task of development communication 

through urban popular theatre.          

 

8.3   University of Zimbabwe Theatre (UZT) 
From August to December, 2003, a ten member delegation consisting mainly of 

South African clergy visited Zimbabwe and prepared a detailed report on what they 

had witnessed at first hand concerning the extent of human rights abuses in 

Zimbabwe (see The Solidarity Peace Trust Report, 2003). In the foreword to this 

report, one of the members, Bishop Kevin Dowling, comments that, “When people 

speak to you, they are looking over their shoulders all the time” (2003:2). Twenty 

four years after the attainment of national independence from Britain, the ordinary 

people in Zimbabwe were yet to realize the meaning of freedom, peace and justice. 

The Solidarity Peace Trust (2003) observed that torture and fear were rampant. In 

spite of widespread hunger and famine, food was allegedly distributed to supporters 

of the ruling political party (see Amnesty International, 14 May, 2004 and 2 

November, 2004; Mutsaka, 2003). News headlines from the independent press 

indicated that farms that were being seized from white commercial farmers in the 

name of land reform had not really benefited the landless peasants and workers but 

the ruling party’s political ‘heavyweights’ (see IRIN News, 23 February, 2004; The 

Financial Gazette, 24 February, 2005). A militia of over 30 000 youths was being 

trained to unleash a reign of arson, rape, intimidation and terror on civil society (see 

IRIN News, 8 September 2003). Laws such as the Public Order and Security Act 

(2002), The Access to Information and Protection of Privacy Act (2003) and The 

Miscellaneous Offences Act (2001) were being passed to curtail freedom of speech, 

freedom of assembly, freedom of movement and above all, freedom of the press (see 

The Daily News, 10 December 2003). It seemed as if political expediency, personal 

gain, economic corruption and absence of the rule of law had created a cumulative 

culture of violence that ultimately led to the suspension and subsequent withdrawal 

of Zimbabwe from the Commonwealth (see BBC News, 8 December, 2003; IRIN 

News, 8 December, 2003). But what surprised Bishop Dowling most was that, in the 

midst of all this pain and suffering, “… you hear them (i.e. the people) laughing, you 

hear them singing. Why should you be joyful when life is such a burden?” (2003:1-

2). 
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To an extent, the University of Zimbabwe Theatre’s (UZT) popular theatre project 

entitled Tinoendepi? (Where shall we go now?) tries to answer Dowling’s 

paradoxical question. Through what Hans-Georg Gadamer (1975) would call the 

‘hermeneutic circle’ in play discourse, Tinoendepi? explores violence as a cyclical 

phenomenon beginning with colonialism, proceeding to the time of the liberation 

struggle up to neocolonialism or the current post-independence period. Gadamer 

argues that although we play for the sake of recreation, “play itself contains its own, 

even sacred, seriousness” (1975:91). The seriousness of its purposes is circumscribed 

by its relation to the total life situation, the larger whole. Thus, in order to understand 

the prevailing culture of violence in Zimbabwe, we need to consider the circular 

movement of history. As Steinsholt and Traasdahl elaborate : 

It is impossible to understand the parts without a certain understanding of the 

whole. Our consciousness typically moves back and forth between the part 

and the whole, and this movement constitutes the hermeneutic circle 

(2001:79).    

In other words, to understand the meaning of violence, in all its disguises, we need a 

distancing space where we can let play happen. The exchange of ideas that occurs 

within such a playful learning space, which is only a part of the whole, will lead 

towards, “an opening of horizons and an expansion of meaningful worlds” 

(Steinsholt and Traasdahl, 2001:80). 

 

In my interviews with two of the directors of UZT, Owen Seda and Ethel Dhlamini-

Maqeda, who are both lecturers in the Department of Theatre Arts at the University 

of Zimbabwe, they indicated that the purpose of Tinoendepi? was to sensitize people 

on political violence and torture during the run up to the April 2002 presidential 

elections. In Seda’s words : 

We first held workshops with victims and witnesses of political violence as 

well as (other) ordinary people. We then came up with a play out of the 

personal testimonies that we gathered. We performed the play just before the 

presidential elections … in Chivi, Zaka, Masvingo, Zvishavane (rural areas), 

Gweru and Harare (urban areas) (see Appendix 12, p. A80).  

The UZT workshop process is reminiscent of the university travelling theatre 

movement’s tradition of ‘taking theatre to the people’ (see Etherton, 1982, 1988; 
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Kerr and Chifunyise, 1984; Kerr, 1995; Kamlongera, 1988; Mda, 1993; McLaren, 

1992). According to Kerr (1995), most of the problems that have faced the 

movement from the time of its inception in the 1960s at the University College of 

Ibadan in Nigeria have emanated from its class-oriented ideology. University 

students and lecturers are part of the Gramscian intellectuals whose interests are 

more inclined towards the middle class than the grassroots. Even though some 

students may come from working class or peasant backgrounds, their aspirations and 

training are likely to draw them towards an affluent lifestyle. As researchers and 

facilitators, their expertise may be indispensable but, as Kerr (1995:148) has noted, 

the difficulty of reconciling the elitist world-view of university intellectuals with the 

lived constraints of urban workers or rural peasants creates a theatre context far more 

attuned to the intellectuals’ needs than to those of workers and peasants.   

  

However, as a travelling theatre troupe, UZT appears to have learnt some lessons 

from its predecessors. In my interview with Ethel Dhlamini-Maqeda as co-director of 

UZT, during the making of Tinoendepi?, they tried to move away from the tradition 

of ‘taking theatre to the people’ towards ‘making theatre with the people’. If I may 

quote her words at length : 

… they (i.e. the people) kept on telling us, ‘You can’t leave this song! You 

can’t leave this dance!’ … So, when they say don’t leave it out, let’s say it’s a 

chimurenga (armed revolutionary war) song, they know that a chimurenga 

song goes with the kongonya (warrior) dance. … People in the rural areas, 

and even here in town, don’t want to watch these long dialogue plays. You 

can’t take a Shakespeare play to them. They want something lively, 

something with dance, something with music. That’s how you captivate them, 

that’s how you get their attention (see Appendix 5, p. A44). 

After the first run-through of a video of the performance, my co-analyser, Paul 

Stevenson, observed that song and dance were at the centre of its cyclic structure (see 

Appendix 3, pp. A31). As a result, even the content has been shaped in accordance 

with the form. 

 

I will now examine Tinoendepi? in terms of how the discursive elements of play are 

operating in the process of performance. To do this, I will look at the theme of 

violence as a cyclic movement from an idyllic African communal life, through 
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colonialism to the liberation struggle and neocolonialism, and back again to cultural 

regeneration. As Keyan Tomaselli (1989:121) points out, a study of play in 

performance produces other dimensions. It is in the processes of making and 

performing that play reveals its purpose. In this case, my main interest in examining 

the theme of violence, in all its forms, is to find out how it has stifled development 

through the violation of human rights. As Jan Pronk (1982) asserts, a guarantee of 

human rights is not merely related to development but is integral to development. In 

other words, the abuse of human rights is incompatible with human development. 

Thus violence is symptomatic of underlying structural injustices that need to be 

redressed if development is to take place.    

 

8.3.1  African Communalism 

Tinoendepi? opens with a song that ushers in what has been popularly referred to as 

the ‘golden age’ of precolonial African communal life (see Chiwome, 1996; 

Chiwome and Gambahaya, 1998; Chiwome, Mguni and Furusa, 2000; Vambe, 2002; 

Asante and Asante, 1996; Awoonor, 1975). Performers are acting out a series of 

improvised mimes designed to create images of a romanticized communal mode of 

production. While some are clearing and tilling the land, others are hunting wild 

game, planting and harvesting crops, threshing and pounding the grain. The whole 

simulated action smacks of a harmonious community driven by a collective work 

ethic. This industrious spirit is aptly captured by the ongoing song : 

 If you don’t plough, you won’t eat 

 So take your hoes and plough (see Appendix 1, p. A2). 

My co-analyser, Paul Stevenson, was led to comment that the song reflects how 

people are still living in balance with nature (see Appendix 3). The prologue thus 

introduces the audience to a time when African society lived in harmony with itself. 

The individual was not separable from his or her social and cultural environment. 

Every person lived in accordance with a communal ethic described by the Ugandan 

philosopher, John Mbiti, as, “I am because we are; and since we are, therefore I am” 

(1994:141). The survival of the individual and the community was conceived as, “a 

perpetual and universal movement of sharing and exchange of the forces of life” 

(Ramose, 1999:57-8). In development terms, therefore, such a tradition places the 

community rather than the individual at the centre of social existence and decision-

making. 
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However, the harmony of the old song is broken by the intrusion of a ‘new song’. A 

clumsy-sounding drumbeat by a black messenger disrupts the communal work ethic 

to announce that Whiteman wants everybody to come for a meeting under the 

muhacha tree, a familiar traditional village meeting place. The work song recedes to 

the background as voices of protest can be heard from the performers-turned-

villagers asking, ‘What does vasina mabvi (those without knees) want from us?’ The 

Shona term vasina mabvi arose out of the people’s first impression of seeing white 

men wearing long trousers covering their knees. It is an irony that the coming of the 

white man is heralded by the drum which has been described by the African 

philosopher, Mogobe Ramose as, “the basic instrument in the Bantu understanding of 

being as musical harmony” (1999:60). It is as if colonialism has turned the African 

‘talking drum’ into a symbol of fragmentation of communal well-being. As happened 

to Caliban in William Shakespeare’s play, The Tempest (1954), Friday in Daniel 

Defoe’s novel, Robinson Crusoe (1975), and the curious ‘natives’ in Joseph Conrad’s 

Heart of Darkness (1975), the ‘new song’ takes away the people’s language. In 

Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s (1986) view, by denying Africans their voice, colonialism 

becomes a primary decentering force in the social construction of otherness.   

 

8.3.2  Colonial Violence 

In the typical mould of the biblical John the Baptist proclaiming the coming of the 

Messiah, the character, Whiteman, arrives to tell the ‘villagers’ : 

 It is not often that I get to address the natives. 

Therefore I have a very important issue. 

The Shona and Ndebele rebellions have been crushed. 

 We are now the Supreme rulers of this land. 

 You shall follow the laws of the Crown. 

 You shall leave your pagan rites, sacrificial killings, sun gods, river gods,  

             moon gods. 

…You shall avail your labour at all times. 

Anyone who disobeys shall be dealt with severely. 

I’m sure you all know what has just happened to that witch woman, Nihunda  

and that wizard, Kakuvi.  

The same fate shall befall you if you disobey. (see Appendix 1, p. A3). 
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Whiteman speaks in English while his messenger translates the words into the Shona 

language. The significance of Whiteman’s speech must be viewed according to the 

primacy of the word in African verbal art as a mode of performance. In typical 

Batesonian fashion, Richard Bauman explains that, in the word : 

there is something going on in the communicative interchange which says to 

the (audience), ‘interpret what I say in some special sense, do not take it to 

mean what the words alone, taken literally, would convey (1984:9). 

Thus the frame within which Whiteman’s speech is delivered elicits a negative 

reaction from the villagers characteristic of the call-and-response technique in 

African narrative performance. For them, the word constitutes the action. As Ruth 

Finnegan (1969) observed among the Limba of Sierra Leone, speech is used to 

actually perform an action. Speaking is like making a sacred contract, it plays with 

the forces of life. In Malaika Mutere’s (2002) view, the order of creation begins with 

a creator whose powers of speech are able to bring a phenomenal realm into 

existence. 

 

In the case of Whiteman, his words act to bring forth a ‘new song’ of organized 

violence. He stands for a much larger colonialist project, that of Europe’s ‘civilizing 

mission’ and the spreading of Christianity, but that project appears to be riddled with 

a bundle of contradictions. It is carried out through violent conquest. It is premised 

on an occidental philosophy which regards the humanity of the Other as ‘uncivilized 

and primitive’ (see Mudimbe, 1988; Eze, 1998; Fanon, 1967, 1978; wa Thiong’o, 

1986, 1998; Memmi, 1967; Said, 1986, 1993; Achebe, 1989). Thus Whiteman’s 

words are simply putting into action a violent ‘modernity’ that is deemed as a 

required and necessary step in the unfolding of world civilization (see 

Serequeberhan, 1998). That explains why the legendary religious figures of the First 

Chimurenga (1896-7), Nehanda and Kaguvi, wrongly pronounced by Whiteman as 

‘Nihunda’ and ‘Kakuvi’, had to be eliminated. According to Cheikh Anta Diop 

(1981:1), the negation of the history of Africa was accomplished when imperialism 

first killed its being spiritually, culturally and physically. 

 

How was this violence experienced by the colonized? Chinua Achebe aptly answers 

this question in his novel, Things Fall Apart (1959). The ‘villagers’ in Tinoendepi? 

experience a peculiar form of ambiguity in which they are torn between the two 
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worlds of tradition and modernity. The performance presents the comic irony of 

‘villagers’ trapped within a spiritual and cultural quandary. Some begin to side with 

Whiteman for bringing Christianity and an end to witchcraft, others opt to keep to 

their ancestral spirits. For instance, in both Things Fall Apart and Cheikh Hamidou 

Kane’s novel, Ambiguous Adventure (1962), the central characters, Okwonkwo and 

Samba Diallo, ultimately die because of their failure to reconcile their Old World 

with the New World. Likewise, with the passing of communal culture, ‘villagers’ in 

Tinoendepi? enter what Kane (1962) describes as a ‘strange dawn’ born of cannon 

shots and shining glass beads. But while the colonial game of violence establishes a 

new order of time, the colonized yearn to replace it with yet another violence that 

will bring forth their own order of time. As Frantz Fanon (1988) argues, just as 

colonialism interrupts the history of indigenous culture, the reclaiming of ‘national 

time’ is possible only on the demise of ‘colonial time’. But Fanon (1988) 

underestimates the cyclic nature of violence when he concludes that the demise of 

the colonizer means the beginning of a new history for the colonized.         

 

8.3.3  Revolutionary Violence 

In The Wretched of the Earth (1967), which became one of the classic texts for 

African nationalist movements, Frantz Fanon, a psychiatrist who originally came 

from Martinique in the Caribbean, and later joined the Algerian revolution against 

French colonialism, prescribes violence as a cleansing force for the colonized. In his 

own words, “violence frees the native from his inferiority complex and from his 

despair and inaction; it makes him fearless and restores his self-respect” (Fanon, 

1967:31). But while he embraces revolutionary violence as a therapy for the 

oppressed, Fanon seems to underestimate the extent of the internal struggle within 

the ‘native’ whom he describes as “an oppressed person whose permanent dream is 

to become the persecutor” (1967:41). Tinoendepi? demonstrates the cyclic nature of 

violence by showing that within the structures of pungwe, described in the previous 

chapter as a ‘playful revolution’, were sown the seeds of organized violence that 

were to extend into the postcolonial period.  

 

The first scene ends with ‘villagers’ singing a war song that reflects their desire to 

take up arms against colonialism. But it takes almost a century before the Second 

Chimurenga (armed resistance)(1966 – 79) really gets underway. Meanwhile African 
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society has been transformed by what have been described as modern agents of 

social change (see Chinyowa, 2001c, 2003; Kahari, 1986, 1990; Ranger and 

Hobsbawm, 1983; Chiwome, 1996). These include the mission station, the money 

economy, the formal school system, the western city, the industrial factory and the 

mass media. By the 1930s, modern urbanization and industrialization had 

acculturated most Africans to a point where they had imbibed the values of the new 

ideological dispensation. In Scene 4, Tinoendepi? captures the drama of pungwe 

taking place in a guerilla camp at the height of the liberation war about 1976. The 

Scene opens with the people singing and dancing together with two armed guerillas. 

There are occasional breaks as the people respond to the nationalist slogan, ‘Black 

Clothes! Black Skin!’. But amidst the chanting, sloganeering, singing, dancing and 

ululating, lurks what has been described by Brian Sutton-Smith (2002) and Kendall 

Blanchard (1995) as a variant form of deep play. Unlike Clifford Geertz’s (1975) 

description of the Balinese cockfight as a mode of deep play with its own rewards 

and purposes, Sutton-Smith refers to a form of deep play in which “war is carried out 

in a sporting (or game-like) manner” (2002:9). Blanchard offers the example of such 

deep play among the Dani people of New Guinea who occasionally make war in 

order to avenge the death of an ancestor or fellow villager. In Blanchard’s own  

words : 

The war is surrounded with much pomp and circumstance, shouting and 

enthusiasm; it is fought according to a set of understood rules; and it is 

marked by a playful or sporting attitude that seems to take precedence over 

the idea that eventually someone must be killed (1995:167). 

Likewise, I would like to view the pungwe as a peculiar form of deep play. Not only 

did it possess such features of play as enjoyment, rules, secrecy and disguise (see 

Chapter 3) but it also reflected a paradox in the contrasts between the extremities of 

danger and the protection of rules which were rather partial (Sutton-Smith, 2002).  

 

The pungwe contained its own paradoxes of violence. While the nationalist struggle 

relied so much on what the former guerilla, Charles Pfukwa, describes as “the 

unwritten artistic codes such as songs and folktales,” (2001:36), the same mediums 

of expression were used to bring pain, suffering and even death to those who did not 

play according to the rules of the war game. As an ex-freedom fighter, Pfukwa 

(2001), now an academic at the University of Zimbabwe, writes that it was through 
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the ‘unwritten code’, the spontaneous forms of cultural expression within the people, 

that the guerillas were able to acquire the identity of a people’s army. But in 

Tinoendepi? even the name of one of the guerillas reflects the existence of a 

Manichean relationship between the ‘comrades’, as the freedom fighters preferred to 

call themselves, and the people. Comrade Killem, an acronym for ‘kill them’ leads in 

the torture of two suspected sellouts, Sinyoro and Muchadakurwa. From the 

preceding drama, the two ‘sellouts’ had been tortured by Rhodesian security forces 

for giving food to the guerillas. It is after they escape from the Rhodesian army camp 

to seek refuge in the guerilla camp that they are accused of ‘selling out’ to the 

enemy. The paradox is accentuated by the close parallel between the two forms of 

torture. For instance in Scene 3, the Rhodesian army captain says to the captured 

villagers :  

Captain :  Where did you spend the whole night on Wednesday last week?   

(The two villagers, Sinyoro and his wife, look at each other and 

remain silent) I said where were you on Wednesday last week? Come 

on, hurry up! Speak now! 

Sinyoro :  (Sheepishly) I had gone to Madhlambudzi to claim lobola  

(brideprice) for my daughter, Keresia, who eloped last year but up to 

now they have not bothered to pay me. 

Captain :   (With rage) Don’t start playing games with me. You are going to  

speak out today! Now, get out of my way! (addressing his colleague) 

Have these people gone for electric torture as yet? 

Soldier : Not yet. 

… Captain :  (To Sinyoro) Old man, I want you to pour this whole container  

        of paraffin on your wife’s clothes until they are soaked. Hurry up!  

            (Sinyoro carries out the instructions) Now, light her up!  

            (see Appendix 1, p. A5). 

The Rhodesian army captain describes this form of torture as ‘Operation Gehena 

(Hell)’. It is not unlike the torture that awaits the same villagers when they manage to 

escape and get to the guerilla base : 

            Comrade Killem :  Does anyone have a question ? 

Villager 1 :  We understand what you are saying. You say we are like water  
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and you are the fish. It means we have to co-operate in order to 

win this war. But what do we do with people who go behind our 

backs to report to the (Rhodesian) soldiers and the police?   

Comrade Killem :  You have asked a good question, amai (mother)? (begins             

       to chant a slogan) Black skin! 

Villagers :  Black clothes! 

Comrade Killem :  (refers the question to his colleague) You answer this  

                   woman, comrade! 

Comrade :   We call such people sellouts, amai! When sellouts do that we cut  

                    off their heads, or drown them in a drum of hot traditional beer,  

                     or burn their homes. We don’t bury them in graves but let them  

                     be eaten by dogs or wild animals. We do that because they are  

                     sellouts. They are called what? 

Villagers :  Sellouts! 

Comrade :  They are what? 

Villagers :  Sellouts! (see Appendix 1, p. 6-7). 

It is at that moment that Sinyoro and his accomplices arrive at the scene. Comrade 

Killem does not take long before ordering them to come forward and undergo what 

he calls, ‘Operation Limpopo’, a form of torture where victims’ heads are dipped in 

buckets full of water until they faint or die. While this torture goes on the other 

villagers are singing, dancing, clapping their hands and ululating as if to celebrate the 

suffering of the ‘sellouts’. The words of the song entitled Chenjera, chenjera (Be 

careful, be careful) are a testimony of the systematic nature of revolutionary  

violence :  

Leader :  Be careful! Be careful! 

Chorus :  Be careful. Be careful. 

Leader :  The comrades will kill you! 

Chorus :  Be careful. Be careful. 

Leader : They kill with knives! 

Chorus : Be careful. Be careful. 

Leader : The comrades will beat you! 

Chorus : Be careful. Be careful (see Appendix 1, p. 7-8). 

During the torture of Sinyoro and Muchadakurwa, a villager comments in a hushed 

voice, ‘How shall we win the struggle when they do this to us?’ But the question is 
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drowned in the song and dance. As Sutton-Smith comments, “there are even more 

extreme ‘deep play’-like kinds than that of Geertz” (2002:9). In the case of the 

pungwe, the game rules are carried out in a playful atmosphere that belies the pain 

and suffering of the co-players. 

 

Both ‘Operation Gehena’ and ‘Operation Limpopo’ may be viewed as manifestations 

of deep play, described by Jeremy Bentham as “play in which the stakes are so high 

that it is irrational for men to engage in it at all” (in Counsell and Wolf, 2001:222). 

But, as Sutton-Smith (2002)  has argued with reference to deep play as a war-like 

game, in spite of the risk of physical, mental and emotional trauma, deep play still 

happens. In a war situation like the Second Chimurenga, the deep play happens 

according to a set of rules that take precedence over the possibility of pain or death. 

Fanon likens such revolutionary violence to a ‘ripening process’ : 

Just as the seed or fruit in ripening brings out of itself what it inherently is, in 

like manner the colonized, in resisting, makes itself what it inherently is – a 

community of human beings – by effectively negating its thingification and 

bringing out of itself the historicity that accentuates its thus far thwarted 

humanity (1967:69). 

But, as I have already pointed out, what Fanon (1967) fails to realize is the cyclic 

nature of violence. The same violence practised during the liberation struggle is 

likely to spill over into the post-independence period in the form of yet another type 

of violence.    

 

8.3.4  Neocolonial Violence 

The attainment of national political independence in Zimbabwe on the 18th of April 

1980 was greeted with much euphoric celebration and anxiety about the fulfillment 

of promises made during the liberation struggle. Those who had fought and 

supported the revolutionary effort had high expectations of entering a ‘new heaven 

and a new earth’. But, in Tinoendepi? the gains of independence are depicted as 

futile and paradoxical. The playful spirit that started with the pungwe during the 

liberation struggle assumes mythical proportions. What emerges is a new political 

game built on a series of myths which Kwame Nkrumah (1965) aptly termed 

neocolonialism, a new form of colonialism. In the process of articulating the violent 

discourse of neocolonialism, play brings forth myths associated with ideologies like 
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nationalism, socialism, democracy and philanthropy. In other words, play and myth 

function to mediate neocolonial ideology.   

 

According to Keyan Tomaselli (1996:66), myth is a mode of signification that offers 

explanations of why the world is as it appears to be, and why people act as they do. 

Following Don Handelman’s (1977:189) analogy of play and ritual as 

complementary frames of metacommunication, I also regard myth as a metanarrative 

discourse that shares some characteristic features with play. Like play, myth 

functions to bring forth a symbolic model of reality. The different discursive frames 

of play such as make-believe, paradox, flow and inversion or reversal are also 

manifest in myth. Above all, both make use of meta-messages that doubt the validity 

of the social order to suggest how it can be reconstituted. Since such meta-messages 

may have a destabilising potential, they cannot be received as transmitted, hence the 

use of discursive frames such as paradox.  

 

Like play, myth constructs its own reality which can be made to appear as the 

archetype of people’s experience (Schechner, 1993). It functions to validate what 

comes to be believed as :  

a statement of eternal fact, truth, obviousness, naturalness, common sense, 

rightness, reasonableness, already-thereness – it just needs to be named … by 

anyone, hence the apparent ‘legitimacy’ of myth (Tomaselli, 1996:67). 

For those who may not recognize the artificial constructedness of myth, it will be 

seen as true in itself and believed as real, even a deeper reality. This is where it tends 

to differ from play whose operative frame is known to be not real. The make-believe 

frame in myth helps to articulate the problem of neocolonial violence in Tinoendepi? 

The character, Mysterious Man, who emerges to replace Whiteman and becomes the 

leader of the newly independent nation state, turns out to be a petty bourgeois 

mythologist. Barthes (1972:156) describes a bourgeois mythologist as one who 

participates in the making of the world, not as it is, but as he or she wants it to be. 

His or her speech is a metanarrative, at best a political act. The message 

communicated by such speech can be understood as a ‘map’ for a much larger 

‘territory’. As Roland Barthes explains : 

His task always remains ambiguous, hampered by its ethical origin. He can 

live revolutionary action only vicariously; hence the self-conscious character 
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of his function. …The mythologist cuts himself off from all the myth-

consumers, …(he) must become estranged if he wants to liberate the myth … 

in the entire community (1972:157). 

Like a fictional other of the African political leadership, Mysterious Man, 

accompanied by bodyguards, comes to address the jubilant masses at a political rally. 

The people have been singing a Ndebele song of praise for his heroic leadership. The 

song is entitled Ubaba wethu, somlandela (Our father, we shall follow you). If taken 

as a meta-message of the mythical frame, the song serves to communicate 

Mysterious Man’s duplicity as evidenced by his address after a brief appearance 

from the shadows : 

Mysterious Man :    Black skin! 

Crowd :    Black clothes! 

Mysterious Man :   (Bodyguard translates as Mysterious Man addresses the  

crowd in Ndebele) We are happy today because we are independent. 

What remains now is to work together and rebuild our country. 

During the war, there were leaders and followers. The same thing is 

going to happen now. I don’t have much to say because I have no time 

left. I have a very important meeting to attend in Zurich (i.e. in 

Switzerland) (see Appendix 1, p. A9). 

 

At independence, the new black leadership in Zimbabwe sought to create a new 

social and political order by adopting the Marxist-Leninist ideology of scientific 

socialism that would replace the existing colonial capitalist system. Commitment to 

socialist transformation was believed to ultimately lead to the creation of an 

egalitarian society. But for the new black leadership represented by Mysterious Man, 

the liberation struggle was only a means to an end. There are sounds of 

disgruntlement from the people during and after Mysterious Man’s speech. Already, 

the masses are beginning to sense a betrayal of the nationalist revolution. As Fanon 

(1967) and Amilcar Cabral (1982) once pointed out, during the liberation struggle, 

the leader generally embodies the aspirations of the people for independence. But as 

soon as independence is won, the leader will reveal his inner purpose to become the 

president of a new company of indigenous profiteers. In Tinoendepi?, the myths of 

nationalism and socialism are demonstrated by Mysterious Man’s lack of 

commitment to the wishes and aspirations of the people. Even the former freedom 
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fighters, Comrade Killem and his colleague discover that they are now ‘less equal’ 

than their leaders. Comrade Killem is ordered to leave the front seats reserved for 

‘superiors’ and sit among the ordinary masses. New black T-shirts are distributed to 

only a selected few. In short, the nature of the structural violence that emerges in the 

new political dispensation is akin to George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1972).  

    

Like play, myth manifests itself as a double system, an ambiguous signifier, an 

ubiquitous form. It is defined much more by its intention than by its literal sense. The 

myth-consumer will simply take the myth for a statement of fact. As Mary Reichling 

argues in relation to play, “there are illusions created in play” (1997:43), it makes the 

players imagine the non-existent. But paradoxically such illusion can ultimately 

make present the absent as players come to believe in the illusion. Hence myth and 

play have more in common with each other, being analogous but not completely 

identical. They complement each other in terms of metacommunication. 

 

Tinoendepi? also shows how neocolonial violence has ‘mythologized’ the meanings 

of democracy and philanthropy. When Mysterious Man realizes that his rural 

political support base has diminished, he resorts to corruption. He bribes Comrade 

Killem to force the villagers to continue wearing ‘black clothes’. Meanwhile, a new 

opposition party has emerged whose slogan is ‘Pfeka! Chero chawada, pfeka!’ 

(Wear whatever you want). Even Sinyoro, alias Baba vaRameki (father of Rameki), 

can no longer get along with his wife and friends. He now opts to put on ‘yellow 

clothes’ instead of black, because, as he says, ‘These days you must wear what you 

want’. Those who do not support Sinyoro’s new democratic party are tortured. The 

political divisions wreak so much havoc that ruling party supporters led by Comrade 

Killem and opposition party supporters led by Sinyoro burn each other’s houses, 

prevent children from attending school and beat up opponents. In the end, both 

Comrade Killem, now mentally deranged, and Sinyoro, now physically disabled, are 

inmates at an urban Rehabilitation Centre. But there is an ambiguity when 

Mysterious Man, the cause of all the violence, pays an official visit to donate more 

funds for the rehabilitation of victims of organized violence. In the end, democracy, 

in the image of the opposition political party, and philanthropy, symbolized by 

Mysterious Man’s donation to victims of torture, are shown to be implicated in the 

perpetuation of neocolonial violence. As Fanon (1967) concludes, neocolonialism 
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replicates colonial violence by proxy – what is true of the colonial situation applies 

with equal force to the neocolonial setting. What can be done to resolve violence?     

 

8.3.5  Cultural Regeneration 

Postcolonial critics, most of them of African descent (see Cabral, 1982; wa Thiong’o, 

1986, 1998; Mazrui, 1990; Falola, 2002), have proposed that the challenges of 

African development lie in a ‘return to the source’ of Africa’s cultural heritage, what 

Tsenay Serequeberhan calls, “the development of a praxis of concrete communal 

self-creation” (1998:250). The war against neocolonialism, Ngugi (1986) suggests, 

needs a realignment with the people’s cultural struggle for survival and freedom, to 

rediscover their languages of struggle, their heritage of exuberant performance – 

their songs, dances, narratives, ‘talking drums’ and rituals. But as Aime Cesaire’s 

tragic hero warns in the play, The Tragedy of King Christophe (1969), what Africa 

needs to reclaim is not the culture of the ‘whip’ but the effort to transcend or surpass 

its historicity.  

 

Tinoendepi? ends by suggesting a way of resolving the problem of organized 

violence and torture. The protagonist, Sinyoro, leads other actors in a song entitled 

Nyika yedu yauraiwa nemhirizhonga (Our country has been destroyed by violence) 

whose words attest to the didactic intention of the performance : 

Our country has been torn apart by violence 

Gentlemen, violence has destroyed us 

In Mutare, they have been tortured 

Gentlemen, do not commit violence 

Come and see how much we have suffered 

Ladies, do not commit violence (see Appendix 1, p. A15). 

I agree with my co-analyser’s observation that this song completes the circular 

structure of the whole performance. In fact, in the University of Zimbabwe Theatre’s 

video version, the epilogue is followed by a replay of Scene 1, the precolonial 

setting. This, according to Paul Stevenson, brings a sense of aesthetic closure to the 

play (see Appendix 3, p. A31). But then the question remains : Does the aesthetic 

closure have an effect on how to solve the problem of organized violence as a 

violation of human rights? In my interview with the co-director, Ethel Dhlamini, she 

explained as follows : 
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Ethel :   Ideally, when you are working on a community theatre project,          

especially for development purposes, the community should be part 

of every step, including creating the play, even acting in the play. 

(But) in some instances, like the one on political violence that we 

did, it was not possible because the communities were in hiding. So 

we couldn’t get them (members of the community) … to act in the 

play because we would have gone on tour with them. 

            Kennedy (Me) : Why? 

             Ethel :   Some people (government agents) were after them, so we couldn’t        

  expose them to that (political) danger (see Appendix 5, p. A44-

A45). 

Dhlamini’s words seem to suggest that the didactic song was intended to pre-empt 

political reprisals from the authorities. This raises the problem of how popular theatre 

can become a security risk as happened with the Kamiriithu Theatre experiment in 

Kenya (see Chapter 7). I would side with Tar Ahura’s (1991) argument that popular 

theatre workers should not be seen as reinforcing the ‘culture of silence’, or using 

theatre as an ‘anaestheticising’ or domesticating medium. Rather, all necessary 

means should be found to use the liberating power of the theatre to improve the lives 

of the disadavantaged majority.    

 

The question of returning to the source of culture like the precolonial period tends to 

ignore the complex configurations of a postmodern global culture. Perhaps the option 

is for popular theatre to demonstrate how the past, as the people’s cultural frame of 

reference, can remain compatible with the needs of the present, and possibly the 

future. How can the communal ethics of the past, for instance, contribute in solving 

problems associated with neocolonial betrayal? Moreover, as David Kerr and 

Stephen Chifunyise (1984) found out during their involvement with the Chikwakwa 

Travelling Theatre at the University of Zambia, the short-term nature of university 

travelling theatre means that the popular theatre project cannot be sustained. I would 

concur with Kerr and Chifunyise’s (1984) suggestion that ultimately the ability of 

university travelling theatre to connect with the popular audiences depends on the 

extent to which it can build lasting links with the people.   
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8.4   The Children’s Performing Arts Workshop (CHIPAWO) 
The political violence and economic decline that I have discussed earlier have not 

been without their own ripple effects. One of these effects is the destruction of the 

natural environment. In a political climate that has come to be characterized by food 

shortages, high inflation, unemployment, hunger, poverty and disease, the means of 

survival are limited. As a result, people find themselves having to live directly off the 

environment without much regard for its sustainability. The situation seems to have 

been worsened by the land acquisition program involving the ‘grabbing’ of white 

commercial farms by government-backed agents which started in 2000. Local 

environmentalists have reported that it will take several years for the country’s 

natural resource base to recover from the poaching of wildlife, the clearing of 

vegetation, felling of trees and soil erosion caused by resettled villagers preparing 

fields for cultivation and building mostly pole and dagga homesteads (see The 

Financial Gazette, 27 March, 2003). This increasing threat to the environment has 

created the need to make people aware of the future consequences of their actions. 

 

In his study of a similar situation in Uganda, Patrick Mangeni (2000) explains how 

theatre for development was used to create environmental awareness. By involving 

youths drawn from Ugandan schools and colleges in poetry, music, dance and drama, 

people were made aware of the dangers of over-fishing, over-cultivation, felling trees 

and indiscriminate hunting. The main focus was on the youth because, as Mangeni 

points out, “There is an African saying that we borrow the future from our children” 

(2000:105). A similar philosophy drives the pedagogy of the Children’s Performing 

Arts Workshop (CHIPAWO), an organisation that works with children and young 

people in and outside Harare. I was privileged to work with CHIPAWO during a 

three week training workshop in music, dance, drumming, storytelling and 

playwriting that was held at their newly formed Academy of Arts Education held at 

Blakiston School in Harare from 4 to 26 August 2002. It was during the training 

workshop that I came to learn CHIPAWO’s approach to popular theatre and also 

managed to discuss with and interview the organisation’s leaders and trainers. 

 

CHIPAWO was formed in 1989 in response to a felt need expressed by concerned 

parents based in Harare. These parents wanted their children to learn the cultural 
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performance heritage of the past. While being an acronym for the name of the 

organisation, ‘chipawo’ is also a Shona word which means ‘please share with 

others’. Thus one of CHIPAWO’s objectives is to enable children to create, 

contribute, participate and share with others within the framework of the performing 

arts. From the time of its formation, CHIPAWO has grown to become an active 

member of the International Association for Children and Young People (ASSITEJ) 

and the International Amateur Theatre Association (IATA). CHIPAWO is driven by 

the philosophy that, ‘mwana anokosha’ (the child is the centre), that is, if you 

develop the child, you develop society. CHIPAWO has devised a popular theatre 

approach that engages children in advocacy work. From my interview with Robert 

McLaren, the founding director of CHIPAWO, he explained that : 

Right from the beginning, there was no question that that was our raison 

d’être, to guide children, to expose, to inspire them to learn and to express 

themselves. … It’s obvious that children will learn better and be more 

confident about what they have learnt and perform better if they are using the 

vocabulary and language of expression which is natural to them, something 

which they originally inhabit like the use of (indigenous) performances. 

Anyway, that’s the basic principle of improvisation … you have to fully get 

into the situation and into the character than to start thinking about how you 

will get into the situation (see Appendix 9, p. A56).  

Together with Stephen Chifunyise, the founding chairman of CHIPAWO, both were 

in full agreement that CHIPAWO children, most of whom are aged between six and 

eighteen years, have been equipped with improvisation skills that, in McLaren’s 

view, they can put together a complicated and original performance within a week. It 

takes them a day to market it, the next day to discuss it and script it, then the 

remaining days to rehearse and direct it. In fact, Chifunyise was much more blunt on 

this point : 

You can say even in the project that was run by AM Zimbabwe (a local 

television company), when we brought in CHIPAWO children, they were 

better off in dealing with a participatory way than other professional full time 

people because their training in CHIPAWO gives them a much broader base. 

It gives them the skill to be adaptive, to be sensitive to the needs of the 

community and the audience. …When they do advocacy work, they are much 

more sincere to it, they are much more amicable to the demands of 
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communicating than being simply stars on the stage. Now if our pedagogy 

continues the way it is, we will be producing the type of theatre artist that 

anyone working in TfD (Theatre for Development) would love to work with 

five years from now (see Appendix 9, p. A59).  

From what I observed during my participation in CHIPAWO’s workshops, most of 

their performances are adapted from the African storytelling tradition. Although the 

children are also exposed to other varieties of music, song, dance and drama from 

outside the country, the majority of their performances are rooted in their cultural 

traditions. It is through improvisations based on stories adapted from indigenous 

folktales, myths and legends that CHIPAWO children have been able to come up 

with many environment-based performances like Mutongi Gava (Jackal the Judge), 

Dhongi raSabhuku Mangwende (Mr Mangwende’s Donkey), Chipo and the Bird, 

Chibhomutiti (The forest creature) and Dangerous Animal, to mention a few.   

 

8.4.1  Adaptation and Variability 

Garry Chick (2001) has argued that play is a legacy from the past that prepares the 

player for the future. In his model of ‘adaptive variability’, Brian Sutton-Smith 

(2001) extends Chick’s preparation theory by asserting that play is the source of the 

variable function in adaptation or innovation. In Sutton-Smith’s words ; 

Those who play more and are therefore more variable, and sometimes more 

viable, should be better fitted to win the contest for survival and have greater 

opportunities to reproduce themselves (2001:41). 

Although arguing from a biological point of view, this model of play’s adaptive 

potential can also be extended to the social and cultural domain. For instance, the 

primary purpose behind children’s play is to equip them with future skills. As 

Sutton-Smith (2001:45) concludes, by simulating and distorting human institutions, 

play paradoxically not only increases the adaptability of the players but also makes 

the whole human condition, not less, but more bearable. In the case of African 

storytelling, trickster tales appear to have provided a fertile ground for modern 

adaptations in popular theatre performances. One such adaptation is CHIPAWO’s 

play, Mutongi Gava (Jackal the Judge).    

 

African folktales, myths, legends and, in particular, animal fables like Mutongi Gava 

are attempts to provide an explanation of the nature of African people’s relationship 
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to, and with, their environment. On the surface, the stories appear to be just fabulous, 

unbelievable and insignificant modes of amusing children. But beneath the 

apparently mythical fantasies and marvellous stories lies the storehouse of African 

people’s knowledge and wisdom preserved and transmitted over countless 

generations. In Barbara Babcock’s (1984:62) view, folk narratives are a form of 

metacommunication with “the reflexive capacity to develop highly complex symbol 

systems about (her emphasis) other symbol systems. This metadimension of folk 

expression appears to have been overlooked by ethnocentric critics who assume that 

“primitive people have no idea of aesthetics” (Finnegan, 1970:331). On the contrary, 

stories are a product of culture, hence an expression of a people’s awareness of the 

world around them. Everything that they can see, hear, think and feel takes on 

meaning within a signifying system of images, symbols and metaphorical 

expressions. It is during the process of engaging with, reconciling and struggling 

against nature that people create stories. In Clifford Geertz’s words, “The variety of 

artistic experiences stems from the conceptions men have about the way things are” 

(1983:120). Thus, as an art form, storytelling arises as a function of people’s 

understanding of their environment. 

 

Likewise, African narrative performance, which is inseparable from other functions 

of play such as music, song, dance and masquerade can be viewed as an expression 

of the people’s lived experience. Africans make use of these ‘folk media’ to produce 

and celebrate culture. The whole African life circle, from the ritual celebration of 

child birth, to child naming, initiation rites, labour, fertility, rain, harvest, marriage, 

death and beyond has been described as a “drama of life” (Kennedy, 1973:73). 

Everything is communally performed as a way of making sense of the world. In the 

words of Harold Scheub (1975:75), such ritualized performances mark the meeting 

point between two worlds - the real and the fantastic. When the fantastic enters the 

world of human experience, the consequent metaxic world creates an image of reality 

which, according to Augusto Boal (1995:44), is translatable into the reality of the 

image. Moreover, metaxis, described by Tor Helge Allern as, “ the participation of 

one world in another,” (2002:81), also allows participants to undergo a heightened 

state of consciousness by being able to behold two worlds, the actual and the 

fictional, at the same time (see O’Toole, 1992, 2003; Bolton, 1984, 1992; O’Neill, 

1995). 
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In this section I examine CHIPAWO’s adaptation of the trickster tale, Mutongi Gava 

(Jackal the Judge), as an extended image of the African people’s consciousness of 

the natural environment. It is an animal fable originally collected from among the 

Shona speaking peoples of Zimbabwe. I regard Mutongi Gava as a trickster discourse 

that is inversely related to the social and environmental experiences of the 

performers and their audience. As Boal (1995) points out, the artist plays with an 

image, which s/he transubstantiates into an image of the social world that s/he 

inhabits. The world of images, with its own organic constitution, acts as a rehearsal 

space for real life. Mutongi Gava may also be viewed as an expression of how stories 

with characters drawn from the flora and fauna can be adapted to enable people to 

make sense of their environment. Such stories tend to influence people’s actions, 

beliefs and attitudes towards the environment. As Robert Georges (1969:324) has 

observed, it has become commonplace to draw inferences concerning the functional 

relationships between story content and other aspects of a people’s social structure or 

behaviouristic tendencies. 

 

CHIPAWO’s adaptation of Mutongi Gava was first performed at the World Festival 

of Children’s Theatre held at Hvidore in Denmark in 1997. It has since been 

continuously performed at several schools in and around Harare. The performance 

itself reflects more similarities with the original animal fable than differences. The 

usual fireplace setting of the traditional village hut has been transformed into a 

conventional theatre stage. The sarungano’s (storyteller’s) multiple roles have been 

replaced by individual actors standing for different characters of the story. To retain 

the interactive ‘audience’ factor, the various sequences of action are punctuated by 

occasional interludes of music, song and dance though it is only by the performers 

without the direct involvement of the audience. The use of repetition as a key 

structural device enables the action to move forward through a cumulative 

framework of confrontations towards the ending. As in the original tale, repetition 

becomes the core cliché responsible for advancing the various functions of plot. Thus 

the content and form in Mutongi Gava shows that storytelling remains a potent 

source of inspiration for modern popular theatre. As Mbye Cham (1990:267) has 

noted, modern African artists have, with varying degrees of success, consistently 

tapped the resources of their narrative traditions at all levels – structure, style, 
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character and theme. What are the themes emerging from Mutongi Gava in relation 

to environmental awareness? How is play discourse communicating these themes? 

 

8.4.2  Confrontational Relationship 

Typical of a make-believe play frame, Mutongi Gava opens with Man (this term is 

used in the script as a name for a character and its meaning is gender inclusive) 

taking a narrator’s role by uttering the usual folktale opening formula : 

 Man :  (narrating) Once upon a time, 

When stones were so soft 

   that you could eat them. 

And when trees could fly like birds. 

It was on a cool and warm afternoon, 

when Leopard went hunting. 

Suddenly he fell into a trap! 

Leopard :  (gruntles in pain and disbelief, then calls out when he sees Man  

             passing by) 

       Oh, my friend! 

       Can you please help me? 

                  I won’t harm you. 

       (silence) 

Man :  What? 

Since when have we become friends?  

Leopard :  But … but … 

       Aren’t we all animals? 

       … Let’s take this opportunity 

       to show the whole world 

       that we are the best of friends! (see Appendix 2, p. A16-17). 

 

The Russian folklore theorist, Vladimir Propp (1975) came up with a morphology of 

the folktale in which the initial situation is marked by disequilibrium, lack, quest or 

desire. In this case it is Leopard who desires to be rescued from the trap by Man. The 

folktale plot then proceeds through what Propp describes as “functions” (1975:21). 

Each plot function is an act of a character that has significance for the course of the 

action. But more importantly is the opening formula itself which typifies Bateson’s 
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‘this is play’. In the Shona traditional context, the opening call, Paivepo … (once 

upon a time), will be followed by an audience response, Dzepfunde (go ahead), to 

effect an interactive call-and-response relationship between narrator and audience. 

The significance of such a formulaic opening to play discourse is to create an 

‘operative frame’ (Voss Price, 1998) in which the exigencies of time, space and place 

are transcended. Once the limitations of social reality are suspended, and the 

audience are transported into the realm of the fantastic, a “ritual contract” 

(Chimombo, 1988:93) is established which sets the stage for the unfolding of the 

story. As Rosemary Jackson (1993) points out, fantasy dissolves the spatial and 

temporal ordering system, unified notions of character, language and etiquette are 

broken, yet through its ‘misrule’, the generally accepted or ordinary course of events 

are questioned.    

 

How does Mutongi Gava question humankind’s relationship to the environment? As 

Man interacts with Leopard and other characters such as Tree, Cow and Jackal, these 

animal and plant characters relate to him in ways that reflect how perceptions of the 

environment can be shaped through trickster discourse. A dominant element that 

characterizes the framing of trickster stories is repetition, described by Harold 

Scheub as “an expansible image” (1977:45). In the words of Mbye Cham : 

Through the repetition of a structural pattern that sets a ‘protagonist’ on one 

pole and ‘antagonist’ on the opposite pole in a framework of confrontation 

that centres on a quest for a necessary item or service, not only is the action 

moved linearly from conflict to resolution, but also the results of the 

confrontation keep accumulating in a direction that unequivocally defines a 

milieu feverishly gripped by a profound political, moral and ethical crisis 

(1990:252). 

In Mutongi Gava, repetition defines the different functions of plot to create a series 

of paradoxical confrontations that define Man’s relationship to the environment as 

follows :  

 (i)       Leopard falls into a man-made trap and cannot free himself. 

(ii)       Yet Leopard asks Man passing by to help him out. 

(iii)      Man is afraid that Leopard might later turn against him. 

(iv)      Leopard reassures Man that he will be ‘the best of friends’. 

(v)       Man agrees to free Leopard. 
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(vi)      But Leopard turns against Man and wants to eat him. 

(vii)     Man pleads with Leopard that they must seek the opinion of other ‘creatures’. 

(viii)    Man asks Tree to mediate in the dispute.  

(ix)      Tree supports Leopard because Man always cuts him down. 

(x)        Man then asks Cow to intervene. 

(xi)       Cow supports Leopard because Man overburdens her with work. 

(xii)      Jackal comes along and hears the story. 

(xiii)    Jackal orders both Leopard and Man to take their original positions. 

(xiv)     Leopard tries to resist but later agrees to go back into the trap. 

(xv)      Jackal orders Man to go his way. 

(xvi)    ‘What about me?’ asks Leopard from inside the trap. 

(xviii)  ‘Never bite the hand that feeds you,’ replies Jackal the Judge. 

 

Taking the global environment theme for 1994 entitled One Earth, One Family as a 

point of reference, it is possible to ‘read’ through the layers of ambiguity emerging 

from the plot functions in Mutongi Gava. Each function can be viewed as a 

metanarrative device with a double significance. In the initial situation, Leopard, if 

taken to signify the environment, and Man, pose a threat to each other because Man 

sets the trap that snares Leopard. Thus both are implicated in the game of 

“chauvinistic environmental predators” (Mangeni, 2000:109). But as soon as 

Leopard turns out to be a typical confidence trickster, the stage is set for a much 

deeper subtext - that of Man’s unequal relationship to the environment. Each 

‘expansible image’ as represented by Tree and Cow serves to demonstrate the nature 

of trickster discourse – to subvert the dominant order of reality and seek that which is 

experienced as absence or loss (see Jackson, 1993; Cham, 1990; Lindfors, 1977; 

Okpewho, 1992). In the process, trickster discourse, like fantasy or make-believe, 

expresses the desire to expel, or get rid of something which threatens cultural order, 

such as Man’s desecration of the environment. 

 

8.4.3  Symbiotic Relationship 

Apart from relations of confrontation between Man and the environment, Mutongi 

Gava also raises the possibility of a close relationship between ‘nature experience’ 

and ‘human experience’. Through the experience of flow, play makes it possible for 

the audience to share in what Hans-Georg Gadamer calls, “the solemn act of being 
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outside oneself” (1975:111). To watch something is regarded as a mode of sharing 

by means of a willing suspension of disbelief. This leads to an appreciation of, caring 

for and commitment to what is being watched. For a child audience watching 

Mutongi Gava, the animal characters in the story possess a clear and instant 

recognition pattern. According to Dorothy Heathcote’s ‘brotherhood code’ (in 

Winston, 1998:107), archetypal figures help children to make connections with 

unfamiliar people who might be in the same ‘brotherhood’ category as those in the 

story. As Joe Winston (1998) points out, the quality of the ‘brotherhood code’ 

prepares the way for a redefinition of children’s sympathies evoked by the 

performance. This helps to shape children’s perception of how they will relate to the 

archetypal figures. In a way, the ‘brotherhood code’ enables them to make links with 

the familiar. For instance, in Mutongi Gava, children will sympathize with victims of 

confidence tricksters like Leopard and of unwitting agents of oppression like Man. 

Such tricksters put on the mask of love, friendship and innocence when in reality 

they want to capitalize on power, privilege and opportunity.  

 

The environmental images and metaphors in Mutongi Gava also stand for something 

beyond themselves. They constitute a kind of ‘imagery bank’ (Canonici, 1996:89) 

from which performers draw their inspiration and the means of communicating their 

message. According to Jean-Paul Sartre (in Jackson, 1993), the fantastic manifests 

our desire to transcend what is purely human. As such, even the imaginary world of 

nature is ‘humanized’ to make it compensate for what has been lost at the level of 

faith in this world. Thus in Mutongi Gava, animal society is turned into a mirror of 

the human world, a model of human behaviour, thought and feeling. The use of 

animal metaphor, therefore, becomes a distancing device. The audience can easily 

recognize themselves in the culturally encoded images of Leopard, Cow, Tree and 

Jackal. As Robert McLaren, the producer of the performance pointed out in our 

correspondence, the audience can easily identify with Jackal when he jumps at the 

woman showing that life is a struggle in which nobody can trust anyone, not even 

Jackal the Judge. The close association between ‘nature’ and ‘human’ images has 

far-reaching implications for humankind’s relationship with the environment. For 

instance, most Africans tend to view the environment as an extension of the human 

world. Animals are seen as totemic symbols. Some trees, rivers and mountains are 
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regarded as sacred and endowed with anthropomorphic qualities. The relationship 

between humans and nature can be so symbiotic. 

 

8.4.4  Animal Rights 

In trickster discourse, the polarities between victimizer and victimized can be 

reversed. This results in an alteration of the existing relations of power. Mbye Cham 

(1990) has argued that the pattern of relationships between victimizer/victim, 

exploiter/exploited or have/have-not may either be upheld as models or removed in 

the interest of the society’s welfare. For instance, in Mutongi Gava, Tree and Cow no 

longer perceive themselves as mere objects but as subjects. They confront Man, the 

source of their suffering, with a view to changing the structures of oppression. This 

view agrees with Paulo Freire’s (1972) pedagogy whereby the oppressed must 

critically assess their situation and begin to question the values, practices and beliefs 

of their oppressors. This enables them to transform from a condition of false 

consciousness to one of critical consciousness. In the story, Cow challenges Man by 

asking, “Why do you treat us as if we don’t have animal rights?” (see Appendix 2, p. 

A19). As McLaren commented in an email correspondence, ‘Man is the great 

exploiter and abuser of nature’. 

 

Because of its adaptive capacity, the make-believe dimension of play allows space 

for the ‘environment’ to give its own point of view. As a silenced voice, the 

‘environment’ is made to reclaim its ecological rights. Contrary to Man’s 

expectations, Cow and Tree, as representatives of animals and plants, seize the 

opportunity to clamour for equality with Man rather that remain on the margins. This 

ecocentric view poses a challenge to the anthropocentric view of treating ‘nature as 

object’ (see Hansen, 1991; Malone, 1999; MacEachren, 2000). Perhaps by enabling 

the audience to listen to the silent voices of the ‘oppressed’, play discourse offers an 

alternative medium for raising people’s awareness of the environment. It might 

sound rather trivial to imagine the environment interpreting its personal experiences. 

In societies where stories are still the primary medium through which people gain an 

understanding of themselves and their surroundings, nature will be seen as a function 

of culture, a way of presenting human thought, behaviour and feeling. In his study of 

Zulu storytelling, Noverino Canonici (1996:90) observed that animal stories do not 

look for what is ‘animal’ in man but rather for what is ‘human’ in animals. Animals 
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may therefore be looked at as a kind of man’s double. Reality, according to 

Dostoevsky, is not limited to the familiar, or the commonplace, it also consists, in 

huge part, of a latent, as yet unspoken future word (in Jackson, 1993:19).  

 

8.4.5  Moral Justice  

Mutongi Gava also explores the moral dilemmas that still confront Man’s 

relationship to nature, or nature’s relationship to Man through the subtle use of 

ambiguity. As James Leary (1982) has asserted, the manipulation of appearance 

through trickster discourse is a potent weapon for social change. The messages 

contained within what has been called ‘playful acts of liminality’ (Guilmette, 1982) 

such as irony, inversion, paradox, pretence, disguise and humour not only provide 

thresholds of understanding but also suggest new ways of thinking and behaving for 

both performers and audience. 

 

An overview of the plot structure in Mutongi Gava reveals how the sequence of 

events is governed by moral strands emerging from the story. These strands bring out 

a ‘moral argument’ that is framed within different layers of ambiguity as follows : 

(i)   Leopard falls into a man-made trap yet seeks help from Man. 

(ii)  Man frees Leopard who soon turns against him. 

(iii)  Man appeals to Tree and Cow who happen to be his ‘beasts of prey’. 

(iv)  Tree and Cow are ‘beasts of burden’ yet claim equality with Man. 

(v)  Man finally appeals to Jackal the Judge who cannot be trusted either. 

(vi) Jackal frees Man yet leaves Leopard in the trap!  

Beneath the surface of this ascending scale of contradictions, an ambiguous sense of 

moral justice can be discerned. Can Man and the environment ever become ‘the best 

of friends’? Which of these ‘creatures’ can really trust the other? Will there ever be 

the possibility of a harmonious co-existence between nature and Man? Whenever 

promises are made such as Leopard’s, and hopes are raised such as Jackal’s, they are 

likely to be contradicted or reversed. 

 

In the end, the playful manipulation of ambiguities in Mutongi Gava activates a 

series of moral interpretations concerning Man’s relationship to the environment. 

The moral questions which emerge mainly from Jackal’s judgement have far-

reaching implications for environmental awareness : 
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(i)  Animals are their own enemies, not Man. (Jackal takes Leopard back into the 

trap).  

(ii)  Nobody can be trusted, not even the Judge. (Jackal the Judge scares Man away). 

(iii)  Do not take your benefactors for granted. (Cows and Trees ask Man if it is fair 

to exploit them). 

If the animal and plant characters are taken to be metaphors of human behaviour, 

Jackal’s judgement is an ironic statement on what could be the current state of the 

environment. Man is destroying the environment while pretending to save it. Hence 

things may not be what they seem on the surface. The world remains an ambiguous 

place, an arena of continuous struggle between Man and the environment. Perhaps 

this explains the compromised position of Man throughout the story. It may be 

indicative of an uneasy relationship that exists between Man and the environment. 

 

Thus, even in their deceptive simplicity, modern adaptations of animal stories like 

Mutongi Gava can provide insights into people’s underlying beliefs, values and 

assumptions about the environment. As Zabe MacEachren (2000) has argued, 

without the means to engage and interact with the environment, our relationship with 

it becomes artificial, distant and theoretical. There will be a lack of the ‘embodied 

knowledge’ that comes with a playful relationship. A more eco-centred relationship 

means having a deeper sense of appreciation, if not prayer, for the animal’s offering, 

the plant’s, the water’s, the air’s and other natural resources. It also means adopting a 

more sustainable and inter-dependent attitude towards the environment. Such 

subjective understanding, according to Gavin Bolton, characterized by its special 

quality of feeling, sharing and ascendancy over the personal, is “the most important 

kind of learning …” (1979:38).  

 

How effective is CHIPAWO’s adaptation of indigenous narrative performance as an 

approach to theatre for development? Barbara Babcock (1984), following the 

anthropologist, Bronislaw Malinowski, has argued that development needs to be 

defined and organized from the ‘native’s point of view’. African narrative 

performances like Mutongi Gava make up “the aesthetic principles by which the 

people (define) themselves and shape (their) artistic structures” (Bauman and 

Sherzer, 1974:314). From a cultural point of view, CHIPAWO’s approach is rooted 

in the language idioms of the people. However, from an aesthetic perspective, 
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CHIPAWO’s workshop process raises more questions than answers. In my interview 

with the director, Robert McLaren, he was not even sure whether CHIPAWO’s work 

could be categorized as theatre for development : 

Kennedy (Me) : What do you find as the value of indigenous forms like 

storytelling, dance and song in communicating development, like I saw 

recently in the play, Dangerous Animal, performed by CHIPAWO children at 

USAid (United States Agency for International Development)? 

McLaren (RM) : I have never really questioned using them, I think, as an 

artist throughout my own personal work in theatre. I have felt that if, as 

Southern Africans, we are going to make meaningful art for our audience, we 

have got to ground it in the culture of our audience. So in terms of my own 

personal involvement in art, it was a choice. In terms of CHIPAWO, the 

reason that we founded CHIPAWO was that our children were not exploring, 

or not well versed, or not having a rich experience of that ‘majority culture’ 

which was their culture. … So as children, as growing human beings, also as 

performers, the whole idea of CHIPAWO is to re-integrate the child’s 

cultural roots, their cultural history and also the dominant cultural forms in 

the region (see Appendix 9, p. A55). 

It was only at a later stage during the same interview when we were joined by the 

organization’s chairman, Stephen Chifunyise, that CHIPAWO’s work was described 

as advocacy theatre. Considering that both of them are seasoned popular theatre 

practitioners, it made me begin to question some of the implications of appropriating 

culture in development communication. 

 

According to the African philosopher, Ali Mazrui (1990:7-8), culture can serve seven 

fundamental functions, namely : 

(i) as a lens of perception and cognition 

(ii) to provide motives for human behaviour 

(iii) as criteria for evaluation 

(iv) as a basis for identity 

(v) as a means of communication 

(vi) as an instrument of social stratification 

(vii) as a mode of production and consumption. 
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CHIPAWO’s adaptation of culture tends to be rather instrumental as it happens 

without due regard for culture’s discursive role in development. Since the 

organization is making use of virtually all of Mazrui’s seven functions, its 

relationship to culture may be described as that of dependency (see Mazrui, 1990; 

Falola, 2002), which is a kind of commodified view of culture. Perhaps the option is 

to treat culture, especially its play function, as a liberating mechanism for negotiating 

development in a way that enables the players to exercise their creative energy and 

critical voice. 

 

However, notwithstanding the apparent appropriation of culture, CHIPAWO’s work 

remains significant from an educational point of view. In one of its training manuals 

sub-titled Pedagogy and Aesthetics, CHIPAWO outlines its aim as that of making 

children and young people the central focus in creating, commenting, informing, 

entertaining and educating through a popular medium the issues that they themselves 

experience (2002:3). The performing arts are regarded as ‘the hidden curriculum’ 

which can empower children to be creative, to be free to communicate their thoughts, 

needs and desires. CHIPAWO believes that “what the children perform should be 

something they can relate to, something they can experience themselves or 

something that is within their world” (2002:3). As Vygotsky (1933/1976:554) 

pointed out, in play a new relationship is created between the imaginary situation and 

the real. There is a sense of ‘playing at reality’ which makes play an indispensable 

learning phase for the young. In short, performances like Mutongi Gava provide 

children with the time and space to play out their youth in preparation for the 

challenging tasks of life. In the words of the play theorist Karl Groos, children 

“cannot be said to play because they are young and frolicsome, but rather they have a 

period of youth in order to play” (1976:66).  

 

8.5  Alternative Savanna Arts (ASA)   
The problem of child abuse is not unique to Zimbabwe but has become a global 

phenomenon. As Christine Koerner, the director of the United Nations Information 

Centre (UNIC) in Harare said, “All over the world, children are victims of conflict 

and of dire economic and social conditions” (in Berger, 2002:14). Perhaps what is 

peculiar to Zimbabwe is the current high level of human rights violations which 
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prompted the Commonwealth Heads of Government Summit held in the city of 

Abuja in Nigeria to further renew targeted economic and political sanctions against 

Zimbabwe in December, 2003 (see IRIN News, 8 December 2003; The Financial 

Gazette, 4 December 2003). The United Nations Thematic Group on Governance and 

Human Rights noted that more than half a million children in Zimbabwe were 

involved in some form of child labour (Berger, 2002). Most of these children lack 

equal access to education, health, food, shelter and entertainment. This is in spite of 

the fact that Zimbabwe is a signatory to the International Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (1989) which guarantees every child the inherent right to life. By signing 

this convention, Zimbabwe pledged to uphold Article 19 which states that, “State 

parties shall protect the child from all forms of physical and mental violence, injury 

or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including 

sexual abuse while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who 

has care of the child” (in Berger, 2002:45).   

 

It was because of these abuses of children’s rights in Zimbabwe that six United 

Nations agencies led by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) organised a 

three week theatre workshop, “to promote human rights, and in particular the rights 

of children” (Berger, 2002:1). Twenty five children aged between 10 and 18 years 

were selected from two high density suburbs in Harare to participate in the 

workshop. Under the co-direction of Tsitsi Dangarembga, a renowned novelist and 

filmmaker, Steven Gwatimba, a teacher and drama instructor of Tendai Drama Club 

and Daniel Maposa, a popular actor and director of a community theatre group called 

Alternative Savanna Arts, the children managed to come up with a performance 

entitled Vana Vana (Children are Children). The performance was first staged to 

commemorate Human Rights Day on 8 December 2001 in an open area called 

‘Theatre in the Park’ located in the Harare City Gardens. I managed to see Vana 

Vana when it was re-staged at the Zimbabwe International Book Fair (ZIBF) held at 

the same venue in the Harare City Gardens on 3 August 2002. But this time it was 

being performed by Daniel Maposa’s popular theatre group, Alternative Savanna 

Arts (ASA). Most of the members in this group were children who had participated 

in the original Vana Vana workshop.     
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From then on, I worked with Alternative Savanna Arts (ASA) for a few months 

while they prepared another performance for the Young People’s Christian 

Movement sponsored by the World Council of Churches. I observed the final 

performance of the Christian–based production in the medium density suburb of 

Westwood in Harare on 4 November 2002. From my interview with Daniel Maposa 

on the workshop process for Vana Vana, he explained as follows : 

We first identified two Harare schools that we thought were active in drama. 

These were Highfield No. 2 High School (in Highfield high density suburb) 

and Tendai Primary School (in Mufakose high density suburb). We made the 

children get involved in the making of the play while we acted as facilitators. 

We just briefed them on the issue of children’s rights. Then they went out to 

collect stories, observing how other children were treated in the community 

and find out from friends on the status of children. We then had feedback 

sessions with the children to get their findings. The children took turns to 

chair the feedback sessions, both from the primary and secondary schools. 

The next step was to prioritize the pertinent issues after which they started 

script-writing. The children created the storyline and improvised the scenes 

with the guidance of facilitators. We also made them participate in the 

casting. Tsitsi Dangarembga edited the final script after the children had 

come up with the draft script. During directing, I allowed the children to give 

their own views while I offered final comments (see Appendix 8, p. A52).  

The same workshop design is confirmed by the other co-director, Steven Gwatimba, 

in the video version of Vana Vana that was prepared by the workshop organizers. 

The only addition was that during the workshops, children played games that helped 

in exploring their rights and expressing their problems and concerns (see Berger, 

2002). They also made use of resource materials like the UNICEF booklet entitled, 

We are also human beings : A guide to children’s rights in Zimbabwe (2002). It is 

evident that the workshop framing process was carried out by, with and for the 

children. Thus from the outset, children appear to have exercised the right to express 

themselves and to ‘author’ their own lives. In a more or less related study of dramatic 

play among pre-adolescent girls, Julie Dunn (2000) was able to show the girls’ high 

level of playwrighting ability in the way they set up, sustained and adapted 

improvised play (see also O’Toole, 2002). 
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How does play discourse frame the problem of child abuse in Vana Vana? As with 

CHIPAWO’s play, Mutongi Gava (Jackal the Judge) discussed earlier, Vana Vana 

also adapts the African storytelling tradition, particularly the trickster tale. As play 

discourse, the trickster narrative is modelled in accordance with what the American 

anthropologist Barbara Babcock calls ‘symbolic inversion’ defined as : 

any act of expressive behaviour which inverts, contradicts, abrogates, or in 

some fashion presents an alternative to commonly held cultural codes, values 

and norms …such as ‘rituals of rebellion’, role reversal and institutionalized 

clowning (1978:14).  

As a discursive frame, ‘symbolic inversion’ implies a turning upside down of 

positions, order of things or relations between objects. Babcock (1978) goes further 

to point out that, central to symbolic inversion are notions such as paradox, irony, 

parody, disguise, deception, pretence, burlesque, humour, laughter, gossip and jokes. 

Following Victor Turner’s idea of ‘anti-structure’, Brian Sutton-Smith (1975) also 

views symbolic inversion as a two-fold adaptive process involving the maintenance 

of equilibrium (or order) and the generation of disequilibrium (or disorder). Play 

activity becomes a means of attempting to bring order out of disorder, or vice versa 

(i.e. of creating disorder out of order). Thus trickster discourse, even within the 

modern industrialized context, remains a ‘meta-structural’ device for constructing 

and deconstructing social order. As Schechner (1993) explains, to be ‘at play’ is to 

recognize that all realities are provisional, transformable, porous and contingent. 

 

 Vana Vana employs different forms of ‘symbolic inversions’, or ‘aesthetic 

reversals’, or ‘aesthetic negatives’ (Babcock, 1978:19) in order to bring out themes 

associated with child abuse. These themes include child labour, domestic violence, 

sexual abuse, ‘street kid’ deviance and child soldiers. The violation of children’s 

rights is revealed through an aesthetic framework which, as Kenneth Burke once 

said, “demands a feeling for the negative” (1968:469). Each experience will be 

imbued with oppositeness or negativity. This arises from the fact that humankind, in 

this case, children, as symbol-using beings, tend to introduce symbolic ingredients 

into their play experiences (see Roopnarine, 2002; Sutton-Smith, 2001, 2002; 

Winnicott, 1971; Erikson, 1976). I will examine the five major themes in Vana Vana 

to see how this aesthetic negativity in trickster discourse is operating in performance. 

The whole purpose behind the workshop was summed up by Christine Koerner in her 

 162



welcoming remarks during the commemoration of Human Rights Day in Harare on 8 

December, 2001. She said the reason for focusing on children’s rights was because 

their healthy development is crucial to any society, therefore children need special 

protection (see Berger, 2002:13).    

 

8.5.1  Domestic Violence  

George Kahari has described the effect of the modern city on the African way of life 

as, “a melting pot in which things fall apart, … the deathbed of the people’s morals 

and decency” (1986:107-8). After being detribalized from the moral checks and 

balances of the communal village, the urban African often indulges in a lifestyle of 

reckless pleasure, self-abandon and decadent values. For African male workers in 

particular, the city offers them an economic edge over their womenfolk who often 

remain at home. Thus urbanization and industrialization enhances the authority of 

indigenous patriarchy to induce a paternalistic mentality in men’s attitude towards 

women. In the end, African women tend to internalize their marginal condition and 

remain subservient to men.  

 

Vana Vana opens with a situation of disequilibrium or lack in which Chemhere, Mai 

(mother of) Sekai’s husband, divorces his wife because she has divulged his love 

affair with their housemaid, Chenai. Chemhere had wanted to keep the affair secret 

by buying his wife a special dress in order to silence her. Mai Sekai’s reaction is to 

reject her husband’s pretensions : 

    Chemhere :  (offers bag) I bought you something extra special, my dear.  

Here you are. (Mai Sekai takes the bag but does not open it. 

She sucks her teeth) 

    Chemhere  : What’s wrong now? (Mai Sekai sits silently with the bag)  

                                    Open it! 

               Mai Sekai :  Do you think I’m stupid? What’s this? You go out with Chenai  

                                    and you meet at those shebeens (private beer drinking places)!  

                                    Now you want to blind me with your gifts!  

               Chemhere :  Chenai! She is just a housemaid! (see Vana Vana in Berger,  

                                    2002, p. 19). 

When Chemhere orders his wife to leave, she begs for forgiveness but in vain. 

Meanwhile Sekai has been playing with friends and only appears to see her mother 
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crying and bidding her farewell. In spite of the child’s pleas to her mother to stay, 

Mai Sekai refuses because of fear of ‘trouble’ from her husband. The best she can do 

is to leave her daughter with a rosary, a Roman Catholic emblem for spiritual peace 

and security.  

 

As I have already mentioned with reference to Vladimir Propp’s (1975) morphology 

of Russian folktales, disequilibrium or lack are the initial functions of narrative 

structure. The opening scene in Vana Vana is marked by the arrival of a villainous 

trickster, in this case, Chemhere, who, through acts of deception or disguise, like 

buying a dress for Mai Sekai, violates the status quo or customary interdiction by 

divorcing his wife. Henceforth, each plot function becomes a unit of action with a 

double movement. In trickster tales, such functions generate transformations, or are 

in themselves ‘change agents’ that drive the performance. Thus in terms of trickster 

discourse, Vana Vana opens with a chaotic situation, that is domestic violence, which 

sets the pace for subsequent incidents of child abuse. As the first scene closes, the 

audience’s emphathy is drawn towards the lone figure of Sekai as she cries for her 

mother to the accompaniment of a song, ‘Don’t cry my child,’ whose sentimental 

melody also marks the interlude between scenes. Mary Reichling (1997) points out 

that music is a function of play. “Imagination animates play and may very well be 

the essence of play. Imagination is central in musical experience … (in) making 

present the absent” (Reichling, 1997:3).    

 

8.5.2  Child Labour 

In his treatise on the psychology of violence,  Frantz Fanon (1967) compares the 

image of the domestic servant with that of the colonized ‘native’. Fanon argues that 

the colonized yearns to re-enter the realm of human historicity by putting his/her 

situation as a whole in question. He or she not only wants to be in the ‘game’ of 

oppression but also to put on the shoes of the colonizer. Like the colonized, the 

domestic servant also exists in this Fanonian ‘unchanging dream’ of coming out of 

his/her master’s shadow. Thus the domestic servant has to act in order to transform 

his/her ‘thingified’ status. In Fanon’s own words, “the (domesticated) thing 

…becomes (hu)man during the same process by which it frees itself” (1967:36-7).  
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For Chenai, the domestic servant in Vana Vana, the process by which she reclaims 

her humanity typifies Barbara Babcock’s notion of symbolic inversion. She becomes 

the ‘master’ of her erstwhile oppressor’s family. The path to self-liberation is to 

substitute Sekai, Chemhere’s daughter, for her (i.e. Chenai’s) former status of 

domestic servant. From the moment Sekai’s mother leaves the family, Sekai is turned 

into Chenai’s ‘beast of burden’. She undergoes the process of what Fanon describes 

as ‘thingification’. Such ‘thingification’ translates into child labour as follows : 

 Chenai :  (goes to the door and calls out) Chemhere! You, Chemhere! 

 Chemhere :  (enters right) What is it, Chenai? 

 Chenai :  Didn’t you tell your child? 

 Chemhere :  How can I tell her? 

 Chenai :  M-m don’t do that, Chemhere. It is your responsibility. Explain this  

                           to your child. I’m tired of comforting her. 

Chemhere :  Sekai, Chenai told you, didn’t she? She is your mother  

now. Don’t look down on her because she used to work here. 

There is none of that in Zimbabwe anymore. You no longer call 

her sisi (a popular name for housemaids) but mother. Do you 

hear me? 

            Chenai :  (to Chemhere) Do you see that, Chemhere? Now, that’s what I can’t  

                           stand! (calls Sekai going to the door) Come back now, and on your  

                           way back bring that broom with you. I can see bits and pieces of      

                           hair. Whose are they? I want you to sweep them up. 

 Chemhere :  (calling out) Sekai, do you hear what your mother is telling you?  

                           Bring that broom now! (Chenai goes out. Sekai sweeps.)  

                           (see Vana Vana in Berger, 2002, pp. 24-25) 

The subtle reference to Zimbabwe shows how the family institution has been turned 

upside down by the problem of child abuse. Indeed, the order of events in Sekai’s life 

is now reversed as she is increasingly deprived of her rights as a child. She can no 

longer play with other children. Chenai takes away her school uniform and forces her 

to take care of all household chores before she can go to school. As one of the child 

actors said in an interview with Antje Berger, “We began to understand our rights – 

the right to play, the right to education, the right for protection from abuse and the 

right to be cared for” (2002:43).  
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According to Rosalie Colie (in Babcock, 1978:16), symbolic inversion, or aesthetic 

reversal, are major conventions of paradox. As another child actor remarks in the 

video version of Vana Vana, ‘What touched me most is the scene where the daughter 

is abused by her stepmother while the father is overruled and unable to protect her’. 

It is paradoxical that the former domestic servant, Chenai, has now become the 

‘master-mistress’ symbol. In Victor Turner’s notion of anti-structure, such an 

antithetical happening demonstrates “topsy-turvy play” (1978:288), that is a situation 

in which things are turned upside down. Such play involves a reversal of expected 

roles, where, for instance, a prisoner reprimands the judge, a child rebukes its 

parents, a pupil instructs the teacher and a servant orders the master. In this case it is 

the housemaid-turned-wife who now rules the former master-turned-husband.  

 

If viewed from the perspective of trickster discourse, Chenai’s repeated violations of 

Sekai’s rights represent the ‘expansible image’ that Harold Scheub (1977) identified 

in Xhosa ntsomi (folktale) performances. In this narrative technique, songs, chants, 

sayings, characters and actions form the core images that the performer uses to 

construct a full ntsomi for the audience. In Scheub’s own words : 

The basic element of the tradition and the centre of the ntsomi itself is the 

core-cliché (a song, chant or saying) which, with a few related details, forms 

the remembered core-image (his emphasis), a distillate of the full 

performance which is expanded and fleshed out during the actual process of 

externalization (1977:40).  

In Vana Vana, the action of domestic child labour forms an ‘expansible image’ 

which eventually leads to more violations of children’s rights that are yet to be 

externalized. 

 

8.5.3  Sexual Abuse 

In one of my articles in which I examined a Shona trickster tale entitled, Tsuro 

Nedzimwe Mhuka (The Hare and other Animals), I noted that some of the strategies 

used by the trickster to dupe his/her adversaries are the different forms of disguise 

such as deceit, pretence, cunning and wit (see Chinyowa, 2001a:20). The trickster 

Hare, for instance, creates the illusion that it is offering something beneficial yet it 

wants to take advantage of its victims. Thus in most African narratives, the trickster 

figure manages to have the better of its target victims by disguising its true 
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intentions. Similarly, in Vana Vana, sexual abuse adds to the numerous violations of 

children’s rights when Chemhere’s closest friend, Murewa, employs disguise in 

order to rape Sekai. 

 

In Scene 5, Murewa comes to Chemhere’s house and finds Sekai sleeping with her 

head resting on a chair : 

 Murewa :  Are you feeling sick, Sekai? How can you sleep in the  

                               afternoon? Have they taken you to the doctor? 

 Sekai :  (wakes up) No. I’m just tired, Mr Murewa. I’m tired but I’d sweet  

                          dreams of my mother. 

 Murewa :  So, are you bunking school these days? I’ll report you to the  

                               headmaster. We don’t like that. We want girls who are serious  

                               with their education. 

 Sekai :   I’m serious, Mr Murewa. My new mother won’t let me go to school  

                          before I’ve done the housework. But I’m always so hungry that I  

                          can’t work as much as she likes. I haven’t eaten anything today, so I  

                          just can’t do the work. I’ll be beaten today. 

 Murewa : You know what, Sekai, I’ve some rice and chicken that I cooked  

                             this afternoon. Let me get it for you. Don’t go away. 

 Sekai :  I won’t go anywhere, Mr Murewa. You’ll find me here. 

              (Murewa goes away but after taking a few steps towards the exit, he  

             scratches his head and comes back) 

 Murewa :  I’ve just thought more properly, Sekai. If your mother catches you  

                               eating my food, it will be bad. We better go together so that I  

                               cook for you at my house. 

 Sekai :  (remains seated) I’m tired. 

Murewa :  (helps her to get up) You’ll get your strength back if you eat.             

                   Come on, let’s go.  

…(At Murewa’s house, Sekai eats while he watches her closely. When she has 

finished, she thanks Murewa and bids him farewell) 

Murewa : Oh you want to go. Help me do the dishes before you go, Sekai. 

Sekai :  (picks up the dishes) Alright, Mr Murewa. 

(She takes the dishes into the kitchen. Murewa follows behind) 
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Sekai : (screams are heard off stage) Oh no, oh no, Mr Murewa! Please don’t 

touch me! Please! 

Murewa : Wait, I’m nearly finished. Wait!  

(Song : We children are tired of being raped) (see Vana Vana in Berger, 

2002, pp. 27-29). 

Soren Kierkegaard (1968) identified how irony can reveal the gap between 

appearance and reality, between what is said or done and what is actually meant. As 

it does this, irony enacts a paradox by playing with human understanding and 

emotion. Murewa’s act of disguising his true feelings is indicative of his treacherous 

intention. As Babcock asserts in her edited volume aptly entitled, The Reversible 

World, “the principle of negativity (or paradox) is the characteristic of (human) 

existence” (1978:19). In such an inverted world, victims of abuse are likely to 

internalize the same paradox and employ it as a strategy of survival.  

 

8.5.4  ‘Street Kid’ Deviance 

With the accumulation of violations of her rights, Sekai decides to run away from 

home. She finds herself on the streets where she survives by watching over 

motorists’ cars, snatching handbags and mobile phones from passers-by. 

Paradoxically, it is as a street-kid that Sekai gains her power, respect and dignity. In 

Scene 8, Sekai is given some money by a motorist which she refuses to share with 

other street-kids. When they chase her wanting their share of the money, Sekai drives 

them away by force. My co-analyzer Paul Stevenson’s comments on Sekai’s newly 

found status are quite incisive : 

She now has developed her own sense of power. She is no longer an innocent 

child but an intimidating and dangerous woman. …Even the audience now 

admire her tricks. They are on Sekai’s side. They favour the former underdog 

and are happy to see people they regard as ‘bourgeois’ taken down in status. 

Sekai even boasts in English – the language of power, the language of 

independence and the language of dominance. Her stage presence has 

changed too. She stands more erect and makes direct contact with the 

audience (see Appendix 3, p. A34-35).  

Thus, the streets have transformed an otherwise deviant street-kid, Sekai, into not 

only a heroine but also a trickster as follows : 
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(The woman talks to the person on the phone about the dirty street kid. Sekai 

keeps on begging on her knees. The person on the phone tells the woman to 

give the street kid some coins as that is the only way to get rid of her. The 

woman looks in her bag for coins. Sekai snatches the mobile phone and runs 

away) 

 Sekai : (boasting to the audience) See all this money? It’s all mine. It is all  

                        for me. 

(The audience laugh and applaud enthusiastically. Sekai offers to sell the 

mobile phone for eight thousand and five hundred (Zimbabwe) dollars. A 

female buyer from the audience buys the phone for six thousand (Zimbabwe) 

dollars. Sekai swaggers round showing off the money)  

Ha ha, they thought I was going to be nothing. They thought they 

could kill my freedom. But can you tell me how many 12 year olds 

can get six grand at one time? Hey, tisu tega! We are the only ones! 

(see Vana Vana in Berger, 2002, p. 33). 

 

The whole street-kid scenario typifies what Georg W. F. Hegel (1964) called the 

negation of the negation whereby any moralistic ‘thou shalt not’ provides material 

for irony as people are apt to contradict those very ‘dont’s’. Only by the playful 

manipulation of the system that threatens her survival, or as John O’Toole puts it, by 

“assuming the mantle of deviance” (2002:96), does Sekai manage to reclaim her 

humanity, at least for a while. Through this ‘aesthetic negative’ as Sutton-Smith 

(1997) calls it, the mind is freed from the limitations of repression and endowed with 

a certain degree of independence. It is this metaxic dissonance, the reversal of the 

normal order of events that invites audience empathy and even laughter. Moreover, 

for an audience mostly made up of urban peasants and workers, the incongruous 

situation may be experienced as “a moment of sanity” (O’Toole, 2003:15). There are 

close parallels with John O’Toole’s (2003) drama workshop which he carried out 

with black teenagers in apartheid South Africa in 1982. The black students took on 

roles as police, social workers and doctors while their white teachers were enrolled 

as drug traffickers. The black students, as carers, were able to forcibly move, push, 

caress and control the white teachers, as drug offenders. Thus the students were able 

to reverse the normal order of their lives for the duration of the drama. Not 

surprisingly, one of the student participants wished it could always be ‘like this’. 

 169



Sekai too could have felt the same were it not for the never ending paradox of human 

existence.  

 

8.5.5  Child Soldiers 

If ‘street-kid’ deviance is a function of trickster discourse practised by ordinary 

people, the recruitment of children in armed conflicts raises such discourse to the 

upper echelons of society.  Babcock also describes symbolic inversion as “the most 

notable application of play theory to inversive phenomena” (1978:26). It operates by 

means of questioning, disputing and commenting on the existing order of things. For 

instance, the recruitment of child soldiers as a form of child labour in Vana Vana 

shows the extent to which children’s rights are being violated by the authorities. 

Thus even the state machinery is not free from the scourge of child abuse.  

 

Vana Vana winds up by showing that, “using children in armed conflicts is the worst 

form of child labour, hindering their education, development and future livelihood” 

(Berger, 2002:10). Through the inversive strategy of presenting a world that has been 

turned upside down, or inside out, a form of double play is applied to reveal the 

ambiguities operating within officialdom as follows :  

Army Commander :  Ladies and gentlemen, as Army Commander I have  

called you here to make a special announcement. … The 

enemy is fighting to remove our legitimate government 

just because they have different ethnic beliefs.  …What 

do you think we should do?  

 Brigadier Tsondayi :  I think we have boys and girls in our rural areas and  

towns. We can recruit some street kids … and use them 

to our advantage. 

 Lieutenant Colonel Muchapera :  I would like to disagree with Brigadier  

                                               Tsondayi. His idea is totally against the International         

                                               Law on the Rights of the Child, furthermore it violates  

                                               Human Rights Law. 

 Brigadier Tsondayi :  No, no, no, Lieutenant Colonel Muchapera. … The  

                                               future of our government is at stake. These child  

                                               soldiers are not going to be posted in the battlefront.  

                                               We shall use them as collaborators only. These boys          

 170



                                               and girls will be … train(ed) how to plant land        

                                               mines around the country. Remember we want to  

                                               protect the sovereignty of our government.  

 Army Commander :   Yes, to some extent I do agree with Brigadier Tsondayi.  

                                                More children can be useful in battle with less training  

                                                … In fact it is the children who are going to benefit   

                                                from this in the future. The end will justify the means.  

                                                … Ladies and gentleman, lets start recruiting these         

                                                boys and girls now.  

 Colonel Pondayi :  In addition to that Mam, we cannot be seen to be out in  

                                           the streets. We will call it a clean-up exercise. The police  

                                           will be asked to help (see Vana Vana in Berger, 2002, pp.  

                                           34-35). 

      

 Like the myths of nationalism, socialism, democracy and philanthropy discussed in 

the University of Zimbabwe Theatre’s play, Tinoendepi?, the myth of patriotism is 

being used to justify child labour in Vana Vana. The paradox lies in the blind 

disregard for the consequences of engaging children in armed combat. As the army 

commander says, ‘The end will justify the means’. Several ambiguities begin to 

emerge once the discursive frame of ‘symbolic inversion’ or ‘aesthetic reversal’ is 

applied to such forms of trickster discourse : 

(i) The army commander gives an order to forcibly recruit street children 

into the army under the false pretext of ‘a clean-up exercise’. 

(deception) 

(ii) Brigadier Tsondayi sounds as if the child soldiers will be safe in the 

battlefront because they will be used ‘as collaborators only’. 

(hypocrisy) 

(iii) The army officers are fully aware of the implications of their actions 

in terms of human rights violations. (duplicity) 

(iv) The meanings of the indigenous names of the army officers are 

indicative of their hidden intentions – for example, Pondayi (murder 

them), Muchapera (you will all perish), Tsondayi (crush them). 

(irony) 
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(v) The audience applauds the army commander’s ability to speak fluent 

English, yet she is advocating the recruitment of children for war. 

(paradox) 

(vi) The army commander argues that it is the children who are going to 

benefit from the war. (disguise) 

(vii)  At the passing out parade, Brigadier Tsondayi warns the child 

soldiers that ‘out there … a single mistake will cost your life’, as if he 

really cares for their safety. He even blesses their ‘mission’ by 

invoking God’s name. (pretence) 

(viii) The army commander finally announces the end of the war, telling the 

‘street kids’ that they will be free to go ‘home’ to see their parents, 

brothers and sisters. (sarcasm)  

Needless to mention, with play discourse it is possible to realize that things are not 

what they seem on the surface. As Cecily O’Neill (1996) pointed out with specific 

reference to irony, participants achieve objective distance by discovering the 

absurdity of the familiar, and the familiarity of the absurd. Their response to such 

recognition is usually a resounding ‘No’ as they begin to validate the fictional world 

of the drama rather than that of reality. 

 

Vana Vana is as much a celebration of children’s right to play as it is a parody of an 

abusive world that denies them their rights. The playing of children’s games like 

pada by the street kids and of muchongoyo (warrior) dance, song and mime by the 

child soldiers shows how the aesthetic layers continue to pull in opposite directions. 

In my interview with one of the co-directors, Daniel Maposa, he explained that : 

From a cultural point of view, dance and music are a national emblem, part 

and parcel of life. It will be unfair not to include dance and song. Children 

learn through enjoyment, for instance, the song, ‘Ihondo yakauraise vana’ 

(Children were destroyed by war). In tense situations, light moments are 

created through music and dance, for example, the varoora’s (daughters-in-

law) role (of celebrating a deceased relative’s past life) during funerals. Each 

dance contributes meaning to the play, for instance, the muchongoyo dance 

will be relevant to portray the plight of children fighting in the war front (see 

Appendix 8, p. A53). 
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Richard Schechner describes play as, “a volatile, sometimes dangerously explosive 

essence, which cultural institutions seek to bottle or contain in the vials of games of 

competition, chance and strength” (1993:24). By appearing to celebrate a world that 

marginalizes them, the child actors are also attacking that world. As Victor Turner 

(1982) concludes, play is the ‘anti’ by means of which all other structures are 

destabilized. Thus, as modes of structured spontaneity, the songs, dances and games 

are an oblique way of criticizing what Henri Bergson called “topsyturvydom” (in 

Babcock, 1978:17), an inverted social order.   

  

The epilogue to Vana Vana consists of a moral coincidence. While still celebrating 

the end of the war, the former child soldiers are back in the streets playing volleyball. 

Sekai’s mother appears on the stage with another woman. As soon as Mai Sekai 

spots her daughter, she cries and faints. The mother and child reunion ends with 

Sekai’s address to the audience : 

 Mai Sekai :  Sekai, your life is going to change from today. You will have the  

war and the street life behind you and go to school with your 

friends. 

            (Song : Everything is alright now that I’ve seen you, Sekai) 

 Sekai :  (to the audience) Now I am so responsible, I am the bell ringer in my  

school. … I am learning everything I need to become a useful and 

contented child. I am now living with my mother and grandparents 

(see Vana Vana in Berger, 2002, pp. 41-42). 

Although the moralistic trap characterizes most African narratives, my findings on 

trickster tales like The Hare and other Animals (see Chinyowa, 2001a) confirms 

Vladimir Propp’s observations on the morphology of the Russian folktale. Propp 

(1975:58) points out that while many tales end on the note of rescue from pursuit, 

this is far from always being the case. A tale may end with another villainy or 

misfortune, and with this a new tale commences. As an adaptation of the African 

narrative tradition, Vana Vana’s moralistic ending does not seem to capture the 

purpose behind trickster discourse. A peculiar trait of the trickster figure is to show 

the world as changeable by outwitting the larger and more powerful characters. Thus 

trickster discourse’s capacity to suggest, or even to effect change by breaking the 

barriers of social conformity could be adapted in such popular theatre performances 

like Vana Vana. As it is, the otherwise powerful symbolic inversion that had 
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characterized the whole performance appears to be tainted by a rather 

disproportionate moral coincidence. As Philip Taylor (2003) comments in relation to 

applied theatre, in a world of frequent abuses of power and privilege, where 

responsible citizens can be physically and sexually harassed by those in authority, 

there can be no singular version of truth. To present such a singular version through 

moralistic prescriptions tends to undermine the effectiveness of popular theatre.  

 

Vana Vana’s structure as a commissioned urban popular theatre project also seems to 

present an anomaly. Michael Etherton (1988) has noted that during the transition 

from tradition to modernity, theatre became part of the literacy culture. In the 

process, theatre lost its connections with the performance traditions of the communal 

folk, giving rise to “a particular hegemonic aesthetic” (Etherton, 1988:3) which seeks 

to prioritize product over process in artistic design, implementation and evaluation. 

The major weakness of the literacy tradition, in Etherton’s (1988) view, is the desire 

for ‘completeness’ in an art form which tends to abstract social problems by 

depicting a ‘reality’ that distances the audience. The potential for the theatre to 

translate performance into social action is not only constrained by barriers such as 

the proscenium stage or ‘fourth wall’ but also the vested interests of different 

stakeholders. For instance, the copyright of the published script of Vana Vana 

belongs to two of the co-directors, Tsitsi Dangarembga and Steven Gwatimba even 

though the play itself was largely workshopped by children from Mufakose and 

Highfield high density suburbs in Harare. The last scene of the performance tends to 

give the impression that children’s rights are already being respected in Zimbabwe. 

Once the process of empowering the victims of oppression is hijacked by either 

workshop facilitators, or funding agents seeking ‘quick-fix’ solutions, theatre for 

development cannot escape from the effects of what Etherton has described as “the 

traumatic relationship between knowledge and action” (1988:4).   

   

8.6  Conclusion  
The nature of urban popular theatre in Zimbabwe typifies a discourse at the 

crossroads of both culture and development. The incorporation of elements adapted 

from other cultures within such a ‘modernized’ discourse led Karin Barber (1987) to 

conclude that African popular arts now operate in a kind of no-man’s-land between 
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established cultural systems and Western artistic forms, selecting and combining 

elements from each for their own purposes. But what seems to remain unresolved in 

Barber’s (1987) analysis, as also in some popular theatre critics’ views (see Etherton, 

1982, 1988; Kidd and Colletta, 1980; Crow and Etherton, 1980; Kerr, 1991, 1995) is 

the nature of this popular aesthetic. As already pointed out, Dale Byam (1999) even 

confuses the theory (of the art form) with the practice in her extensive analysis of the 

work of ZACT. Barber (1987) regards the art form as belonging to a distinctive field 

that lacks properly articulated canons by which to measure it. “This aesthetic is hard 

to pin down because it is, precisely, an aesthetic of change, variety and novel 

conjunctures” (Barber, 1987:12).  

 

As I attempted to show in this chapter, the aesthetic informing modern urban popular 

theatre is that of syncretic play. Although it is as hard to be definitive of the term 

development as it is to attempt to measure the medium through which it is 

communicated, especially in a complex habitus such as the urban setting, the work of 

the splinter groups that have developed alongside ZACT has shown how play can be 

applied in an urban context. Through the aesthetic framework of Gadamer’s (1975) 

‘hermeneutic circle’, the University of Zimbabwe Theatre (UZT) demonstrated how 

play can reveal the cyclic nature of colonial, revolutionary and neocolonial violence 

currently thwarting development efforts in the country. Perhaps, of particular interest 

to the future of African theatre for development is the rise of contemporary 

children’s performing arts organisations that are drawing their inspiration from the 

people’s cultural traditions such as song, dance, narrative, and masquerade. By 

adapting the age-old trickster folktale, Mutongi Gava, to suit modern environmental 

concerns, the Children’s Performing Arts Workshop (CHIPAWO) has demonstrated 

how play discourse can be an alternative medium for adopting an ecocentric as 

opposed to an anthropocentric awareness of the environment. Again, the youth 

theatre group, Alternative Savanna Arts (ASA) together with Tendai Drama Club 

have employed trickster discourse in Vana Vana to interrogate a world fraught with 

serious instances of child abuse. But, with the tendency to end with moralistic 

prescriptions, to take theatre to instead of making theatre with the people, the 

preoccupation with ‘literary’ rather than  ‘popular’ theatre, the over-dependency on 

outside funding and the absence of local community participation, the merits of 

urban popular theatre are greatly compromised. 
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What Ngugi wa Mirii has not yet put into practice in the Zimbabwe Association of 

Community Theatre (ZACT), which seems to have remained in his mind over 

decades of hands-on experience with theatre for development, beginning with the 

Kamiriithu project in Kenya in the 1970s, is what appears to be happening in another 

part of the country in the name of Theatre for Community Action (TCA). As Ngugi 

passionately stressed during our interview : 

Now on the question of the ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ approaches to community 

theatre – the best is the ‘inside’ approach where you use theatre as a 

revolutionary process, where you take time with the people in the community, 

invoking their creative talents, letting them use their performance skills and 

understand why they must use those skills as opposed to you coming as an 

outsider like Ross Kidd and others did in Botswana (i.e. in the Laedza 

Batanani Workshop) where they would perform a play …discuss with the 

people and leave. Where is the community’s involvement? The outsider 

approach to community theatre for me is an insult to the intelligence of 

peasants and workers. It’s an insult in the sense that the outsiders assume that 

the community has no potential, no communicative skills and cannot think for 

themselves (see Appendix 11, p. 75).  

Admittedly, African popular theatre can only be what its name implies when it 

engages with the subjects of development in an artistic idiom that is mutually 

intelligible to them. But, as the saying goes, it seems easier said than done.  
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CHAPTER 9 

 

THEATRE FOR COMMUNITY ACTION : AN INTEGRATED RURAL 

DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVE 

 

9.1  Introduction  
The previous chapter examined the existence of a tendency in urban popular theatre 

to take theatre to rather than make theatre with the people. Even though the syncretic 

play that characterizes this theatre drew its frames from the people’s cultural 

experiences, these frames tended to be overshadowed by a ‘top-down’ 

communicative paradigm that elevates the individual artist at the expense of the 

target community. After studying the urban popular theatre of Kampala in Uganda, 

Eckhard Breitinger (1992) concluded that its perspective was that of the ‘outside 

world’ - the values, practices and theatrical model reflect the dominance of 

exogenous perspectives and concepts. There is an unresolved gap that remains 

between the theatre as a ‘showy spectacle’ and the target community who may only 

speculate on what they will have seen as a guideline for future action.  

 

Perhaps the possible way out is for theatre practitioners to approach development 

from the target community’s point of view. Clifford Geertz (1983:152) argues that 

symbolic forms, which include play discourse, are best understood ethnographically, 

that is, by describing the world in which they exist and make sense. This is because 

social thought, feeling and action are expressed in such symbolic forms as language, 

myth, ritual, dance, stories and other discursive modes. For this reason, development 

communication could be viewed as “a cultural artifact” (Geertz, 1983:152), 

something to be construed by means of artistic expressions that sustain such activity. 

As Christopher Kamlongera points out, raising awareness, creating knowledge and 

influencing attitudes cannot by themselves change people’s behaviour. Instead what 

theatre practitioners need is “to work through the system that exists in the 

community” (see Appendix 7, p. A50). External facilitators will only come in to add 

value to what is there.  
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In this chapter, I examine a theatre for development initiative that has come to be 

called Theatre for Community Action (TCA). What appears to set TCA apart from 

other popular theatre workshops is the possibility of a harmonious integration 

between urban and rural popular theatre. As the pioneer of the TCA initiative, Cont 

Mhlanga explained, theatre in the urban setting can no longer move further without 

rural influence (see Appendix 10, p. A64). There is now need for practitioners to go 

out to the rural setting and develop a sense of who they are so that that feeds into the 

urban model. What Mhlanga proposes sounds rather essentialist in the cultural 

context of the rural setting. Because of the influence of modernity, even indigenous 

culture has also been affected by what Raymond Williams (1973) describes as 

‘emergent culture’ whereby new meanings, values and significations are being 

continually re-created through the dynamic mediation of modern popular culture. In 

such a diverse setting, the problem for popular theatre arises in the nature of its 

aesthetic and of the process of social change itself. By whom and for whom should it 

be?  

 

I attempt to answer this question by looking at Theatre for Community Action (TCA) 

as a popular theatre experiment where local knowledge, participation, dialogue, 

decision-making and action are not so much populist catch-phrases but processes 

respected by all the stakeholders, including theatre activists, researchers, government 

policy makers and donor organizations. By incorporating what Pradip Thomas calls 

“a dialogue of world-views” (1996:219), TCA appears to introduce an integrated 

approach to theatre for development that privileges communication channels 

originating from within the target community without excluding outside knowledge. 

This has far-reaching implications for play discourse in terms of reconciling the 

‘crisis of form’ that has tended to confront popular theatre practice. Although people 

have their own performance traditions, Thomas argues that they still need “to be 

initiated gradually into other new forms and understandings on the nature of popular 

theatre, its purposes and objectives” (1996:220). I will begin by examining how Cont 

Mhlanga’s urban-based Amakhosi Theatre Productions has come up with TCA as a 

popular theatre genre before I proceed to explore the nature of an integrated 

workshop process. I then analyse how play discourse is manifested in two 

performances that were prepared by Bulilima-Mangwe Community Theatre, a rural-

based group that has resulted from the TCA initiative. Lastly, I discuss the successes 
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and/or failures of the TCA initiative as it spreads out into five other countries in the 

Southern African region, namely Botswana, South Africa, Lesotho, Swaziland and 

Mozambique.   

 

9.2   Amakhosi Theatre Productions 
Amakhosi Theatre Productions is arguably the most successful urban popular theatre 

company in Zimbabwe in terms of continuity, organization, quality of performance 

and audience support base (see Rohmer, 1999; Chifunyise, 1994; Byam, 1999; 

Chifunyise and McLaren, 1988). The theatre company was born out of a karate club 

in the high density township of Makokoba in Bulawayo, the second largest city in 

Zimbabwe. This was after its founder and artistic director, Cont Mhlanga, had 

attended a drama workshop run by the National Theatre Organisation (NTO) in 1982. 

Amakhosi’s close affiliation with NTO, a predominantly white-owned theatre 

organization with a Western theatre orientation, exposed it to the competitive 

standards of the literary theatre art tradition. Because of the professional training he 

obtained from NTO, Mhlanga himself has emerged as one of the most prolific 

playwrights in Zimbabwe. For example, he has written and directed several Ndebele 

and English plays that include Nansi LeNdoda (Here comes the man) and Workshop 

Negative, both of which won NTO Festival Awards in 1985 and 1987 respectively 

(Chifunyise, 1994; Rohmer, 1999; Chifunyise and McLaren, 1988). While Nansi 

LeNdoda examines the problem of corruption, nepotism, bribery, favouritism and 

sexual harassment at workplaces, Workshop Negative extends the same themes to the 

upper echelons of society by satirizing corrupt leaders who claim to be socialists. 

  

However, like other urban popular theatre groups, Amakhosi’s dramaturgy is also 

based on a syncretic discourse that blends indigenous forms with Western theatre 

elements. According to Stephen Chifunyise (1994), problems arose in 1988 when 

NTO realized that its foreign theatre artists were unable to adjudicate plays in local 

languages. But by then, Amakhosi had grown from a theatre group to the status of a 

company that could attract financial assistance from international non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs). During the 1990s, Amakhosi was able to not only expand into 

new media like film, video, popular music and children’s theatre but also embarked 

on the construction of its own cultural centre which was completed in 1998. But as I 
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have already mentioned, Mhlanga reached a crisis point where he felt that urban 

popular theatre no longer served its purpose. As he pointed out during our interview : 

I am inspired to work on a methodology that will make the use of theatre 

more friendly, more focused and more permanent in everyday life. Look at 

the way they (NGOs) have used theatre, that’s bad you know, making it like a 

tool that delivers messages and leaves people behind. And no one cares to 

make it a part of the process of communication. I strongly believe that a 

people’s first media is their ‘folk media’. Everything else comes from there 

because ‘folk media’ is created from everyday action. So that means 

communication number one is something that you do everyday (see 

Appendix 10, p. A62). 

It was out of this frustration with the urban popular theatre model– its apparent 

distance from the community, its non-participatory outlook and its rather elitist 

world-view that Mhlanga decided to leave Makokoba township in Bulawayo and 

‘return to the source’ of culture, his rural home in Lupane district, located in the 

province of Matebeleland North. In his own words, “I moved out to my rural village, 

stayed there for a year, and forgot about what is happening in Bulawayo, and 

everybody was saying Amakhosi is dead” (see Appendix 10, p. A65). 

 

Victor Turner (1982) argues that in communal societies work and play form part of 

the same ritual by which people seek communion with the forces of life. Thus ritual 

could be seen as a form of sacred work. But with the coming of modern 

industrialization and urbanization, play became leisure and was separated from work. 

Both work and leisure were susceptible to individual choice, not obligation. Michael 

Etherton (1982) offers the example of a Zambian nyau (mask) dancer who used to 

dance extremely well among his own people. But when he was brought into the 

National Dance Troupe and gradually lost touch with village life, he became so 

irrelevant to the masquerade that he hanged himself. In other words, through elitist 

performances and international tours with the National Dance Troupe, the village 

dancer had imbibed individualism, personal success and high status which ultimately 

led him to ignore “the community which alone (was) capable of giving the dance and 

masquerade any meaning” (Etherton, 1992:315). Similarly, Martin Rohmer 

(1999:146) reports that as early as 1993, Amakhosi had become one of the richest 

and most popular urban theatre groups in the country. But, in spite of Amakhosi’s 
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commercial successes, Mhlanga felt increasingly irrelevant in the urban context. He 

was drawn back to his roots by the urge to reconnect with culture and develop what 

he later came to call ‘theatre for community action’ – something that the community 

owns in order to engage in ‘action learning’ (see Appendix 10, p. A66). 

 

9.3  Integrated Rural Development 
When Mhlanga started to organize the youth in Matebeleland North province using 

theatre to form what he called the Association of Rural Youth Activity (see 

Appendix 10, p. A65), it was the beginning of a much larger activity that was to 

involve Amakhosi Theatre in regional development work. This was the same time 

that the international donor organisation, W.F. Kellogg Foundation, initiated the 

Integrated Rural Development Program (IRDP) to help alleviate poverty in Southern 

Africa by means of what Melusi Mpumlwana, the regional director of Kellogg’s 

Africa Programs, calls : 

building the capacity of rural communities to drive their own social and 

economic development, leveraging linkages with their local and national 

environments, and creating systematic change towards becoming a vibrant 

rural economy with viable social structures and sustainable social service 

delivery (2001:5).  

To this end, Kellogg Foundation embarked on a three year integrated development 

initiative for nine rural districts selected from the six Southern African countries that 

I have already mentioned. In Zimbabwe, the two districts chosen were Bulilima-

Mangwe to the southwest of the country and Chimanimani to the east. In May 2000, 

Kellogg Foundation commissioned the University of Zimbabwe’s Centre for Applied 

Social Sciences (CASS) to help coordinate its regional rural development program 

(see CARPP, 2002). 

  

Kellogg Foundation’s integrated rural development program is by no means the first 

of its kind in both Africa and other developing countries. According to Norman 

Uphoff (2001), integrated rural development projects started in the 1960s and 1970s 

but failed due to several reasons. These include : 

• exaggerated claims of success by funded organizations 

• unsustainably heavy costs of the projects 
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• ‘top-down’ or ‘blueprint’ style of planning, implementation and evaluation 

• paternalistic attitudes of development workers towards rural communities 

• over-preoccupation with plans, targets, schedules and indicators 

• cultivation of a dependency mentality among rural communities.  

• integrating development from above rather than from below  

Uphoff (2001) argues that for real integrated rural development to occur, what is 

needed is not a blueprint mode of operation but a combined learning process for all 

involved. The development effort will be adapted to local conditions so that it is not 

only community-based but community-driven. Neither ‘outsiders’ nor ‘insiders’ have 

a monopoly on knowledge, hence the need for integration to turn development into 

something that locals create for themselves with assistance from external 

professionals and institutions. All the stakeholders become ‘partners’ in 

development. 

 

How does all this link up with Amakhosi Theatre? When Cont Mhlanga was 

approached by Lindiwe Majele Sibanda, as program manager of the Centre for 

Applied Social Sciences (CASS) responsible for coordinating the Integrated 

Regional Development Program (IRDP), it was time for Amakhosi Theatre to test the 

TCA approach on a much larger scale. In Sibanda’s own words : 

When I met Amakhosi Theatre group in Bulawayo, little did I know that we 

had found the tool that would effectively engage communities in … a 

thrilling journey. When I saw the mammoth gathering of … community 

members from Bulilima-Mangwe district that attended the first stage of the 

TCA – the community engagement event (CEE) – launched on 1st September 

2002, I knew we had found the tool (2002:4).  

Sibanda’s words allude to an outstanding problem that has haunted development 

workers in the history of integrated rural development initiatives – how to effectively 

engage rural communities in development. As the Kellogg Foundation’s regional 

director pointed out, communication can be very challenging in the context of the 

rural poor in Africa. Effective communication must be able “to breach the chasm 

between experience in the rural setting and experience at the centre of provincial and 

national policy-making” (Mpumlwana, 2001:5). For him, the most important task is 
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to provide the space to give a direct voice to the rural poor to communicate their 

experience. 

 

9.4  The Theatre for Community Action (TCA) Workshop Process 
The TCA workshop process needs to be understood in the context of the situation 

prevailing in the Bulilima-Mangwe district and the wider African environment. 

Kellogg Foundation selected districts for its rural development programs according 

to the extent of poverty that was undermining the rights, opportunities and 

entitlements of the target communities (Mpumlwana, 2001). Of all the manifestations 

of poverty such as hunger, malnutrition, homelessness, unemployment, lack of 

resources and inadequate infrastructure, Kellogg Foundation chose the HIV/AIDS 

pandemic as the most critical calamity facing the rural poor in Africa. According to 

the United Nations AIDS Report for 2002, AIDS will kill 68 million people in 

developing countries over the next 20 years (see UNAIDS, 2002). From their report 

on the impact of HIV/AIDS in Southern Africa, Erica Barks-Ruggles, et al (2001) 

point out that this region has the worst epidemic threatening its development, 

security and economic growth. In Zimbabwe alone, it was estimated that there were 

over 2 500 HIV/AIDS related deaths each week (see Daily HIV/AIDS Report, 2004). 

As Mpumlwana (2002) summed it all up, it appears as if HIV/AIDS was made for 

Africa. 

 

 In her report on the community mobilization process in Bulilima-Mangwe district, 

Melta Moyo (2002), the local district facilitator of the integrated rural development 

program, indicated that the level of poverty in the area was manifested by low 

literacy levels, inadequate educational and health facilities, severe malnutrition and a 

high unemployment rate. Beside poverty, she also pointed out that women, who 

constitute 56% of the population, were still regarded as minors (see also Stroebel and 

Maotonyane, 2002; CARPP, 2001, 2002). Moyo credits the success of the 

mobilization exercise which took place in the district on the 1st  of September 2002 to 

“the development of the Bulilima-Mangwe community theatre group that brought 

together all age groups in the community to discuss the main and disturbing issue of 

HIV/AIDS” (2002:1). 
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How did the TCA workshop manage to achieve this level of popular awareness? 

Mpumlwana proposes that community capacity can be mobilized by means of “a 

driving energy … that embraces the vision and values for integrated and socially 

inclusive or integrative development” (2002:5-6). Such a ‘driving energy’ may be 

located in the structures existing within the community but needs to be enriched by 

integrating it with outside knowledge. I will now describe the five stages of the TCA 

workshop process which Amakhosi Theatre facilitated in Bulilima-Mangwe district 

to see how it (TCA) acted as a driving force for mobilizing the community for action. 

As far as possible I will examine the extent to which play was manifested within the 

TCA workshop process. 

 

9.4.1  The Community Engagement Event 

After initial planning meetings of all the stakeholders, a community strategic plan 

was drafted. Some of the agreed goals were the development of a public forum for 

HIV/AIDS policy formulation and advocacy; creation of opportunities for 

empowering women and youth; and ‘professionalizing’ the grassroots through their 

interaction with policy makers, researchers, health experts, government bureaucrats, 

technocrats and popular theatre activists. The purpose of the Community 

Engagement Event was to enable all stakeholders to join hands in helping to 

empower the community with organizational, management and production skills for 

dealing with development issues. It was during the Community Engagement Event 

that Amakhosi Theatre, as the popular theatre catalysts, launched the TCA program 

by performing an AIDS play entitled Vikela (Protect yourself). The idea of an 

external facilitator coming into a community to demonstrate what could be viewed as 

the model performance may sound rather parochial. But in Richard Schechner’s 

(2002:28) model of ‘restored behavior’, alternative realities may be created through 

the discursive frame of repetition. Such ‘realities’ can be recalled, worked on and 

turned into something else. Thus Amakhosi Theatre’s original version of Vikela was 

not only a way of negotiating the ground rules for play but also a means of what 

Ngugi wa Mirii calls “awakening the creative spirit within the community” (see 

Appendix 11, p. A74). 
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9.4.2  Selection and Training of Local Talent  

Amakhosi Theatre, with the assistance of community leaders, selected and 

auditioned local youth who would eventually form the local community theatre 

group. The selection criteria included song, dance, poetry and narrative performance. 

The selected youth would then go through intensive training in popular theatre skills 

for a period of four weeks. The training program included scriptwriting, facilitation, 

group dynamics, acting, stage management, theatre production, videography and 

documentation. The community group’s theatre skills would be monitored and 

evaluated over a one year period. In my conceptual framework chapter, I pointed out 

how cultural performance texts like narrative, song and dance act as sources of 

improvisation described by Margaret Drewal as “the moment-to-moment 

manouvering based on acquired in-body techniques to achieve a particular effect 

and/or style of performance” (1991:43). The level of spontaneity involved in 

actualising these ‘texts’ could test the youths’ potential for acting.  

 

9.4.3  Local Community Performance         

At this stage of the TCA process, the newly trained community theatre group 

presented a local adaptation of Amakhosi Theatre’s AIDS play that had previously  

been performed during the Community Engagement Event. The people’s attendance  

during the Local Community Performance phase was facilitated by the district 

facilitator using existing community structures such as district chiefs, village 

headmen, village health workers, representatives of AIDS action committees, youth 

leaders, women’s clubs and ward coordinators. Later on in this chapter, I will 

examine two performances by the Bulilima-Mangwe community theatre group 

entitled Vikela I and Vikela II in more detail. According to Schechner (1993), the 

playing process is characterized by ‘provisionality’ – the exploration of possibilities 

for action. The Bulilima-Mangwe community, for instance, took off from where 

Amakhosi Theatre had left. It is as if the “play drive” (Henricks, 2002:31) within the 

community had been ignited. As such, the succeeding phases of the TCA workshop 

process were part of the continuous search for possible action on HIV/AIDS by the 

local community itself. 
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9.4.4  Public Policy Seminar Dialogue 

The Local Community Performance phase was followed by post-performance 

discussions that engaged all the stakeholders in interactive dialogue. Locally selected 

rapporteurs recorded the major issues emerging from the seminar dialogue sessions. 

Community participants were grouped according to age and gender categories 

because of the cultural stigma and sexual sensitivity attached to the subject of 

HIV/AIDS. Such differentiation created space for open and frank discussions. The 

dialogue facilitators who presided over the deliberations were selected from locally 

trained peer educators. The team of outside researchers, bureaucrats and technocrats 

working together with the local community provided expert knowledge on health 

education and public policy.  

 

Majid Rahnema (1992) makes a distinction between two forms of participation – the 

externally-induced or manipulated and the internally-induced or spontaneous. In the 

former, participants appear as if they are being ‘forced’ into doing something, yet 

they may actually be inspired to take action that has been induced and directed from 

outside their control. In the latter, the community itself engages in an ongoing 

process of regenerating their own life spaces. They experience an increased control 

over resources, movements and decisions from which they had hitherto been 

excluded. The TCA public seminar dialogue sessions incorporated both forms of 

participation but created more room for the people to intervene in the ‘authoring’ of 

their own lives with the assistance of external catalysts.  

 

9.4.5  Community Policy Advocacy  

The local community theatre group came up with another play that told the 

community’s story. As far as possible, the new performance incorporated the 

concerns of the community identified during the Public Policy Seminar Dialogue 

phase. The group then embarked on a production tour of the villages and wards in the 

district. Each performance was always enriched by the post-performance seminar 

dialogues which afforded the grassroots an opportunity to contribute to the 

HIV/AIDS policy making process. Eventually, the local community theatre group, 

now equipped with TCA methodology skills, helped in the formation of other theatre 

groups at ward and village levels.  
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The story, argues David Booth (1994), is a basis for organising human experience, 

and a framework for learning. Peter O’Connor (2003) adds that what the story 

reveals is not simply what is already known but what is there but not understood. 

These views aptly capture the intention behind the policy advocacy phase of the TCA 

workshop process. The local theatre group took their story from the community to 

create a metanarrative on the community, what Barbara Babcock calls, “the story in 

the story” (1984:61). The story thus provided the community with a ludic framework 

for reflecting and interpreting the meaning of its own experiences.  

 

In a way, the Theatre for Community Action (TCA) workshop process tried to 

address a major shortcoming in popular theatre practice - the tendency to treat 

development as an event rather than a process. In the words of Kidd and Byram : 

The popular theatre event tends to be a one-off activity in which people come 

together, talk about issues and go home. There is limited follow-up of a 

collective nature; the event is rarely used to organise people for action nor 

build into an on-going organizational process (1982:286). 

Such a convocatory approach tends to undermine the very purpose of popular theatre 

– that is to inspire community-driven action. But in the TCA workshop, the process 

began by mobilizing the people through their community structures before setting out 

to engage them in dialogue and action. As a result, TCA tried to erect an 

organizational structure in which community initiative could thrive. To this end, the 

TCA workshop became a sustainable driving force for a program of action geared 

towards combating the deadly disease, HIV/AIDS. 

 

9.4  The Performance of Vikela I   
Before I proceed to examine the manifestations of play in the two performances, 

namely Vikela I and Vikela II, that were performed by the Bulilima-Mangwe 

Community Theatre group to see how far they agree with Rahnema’s development 

principle of “involving the ‘patients’ in their own care” (1992:122), it is necessary to 

establish the specific social context in which they were produced. Bulilima-Mangwe 

district consists mostly of Ndebele speaking peoples, the second largest ethnic group 

in Zimbabwe after the Shona speaking peoples. The Ndebele are part of other Nguni 

dialect groups that fled from Shaka, the Zulu King, during the mfecane disturbances 
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and came to settle in Matebeleland in 1838 (see Bozongwana, 1990; Dhlamini, 2000; 

Omer-Cooper, 1986; Bhebe, 1979). From their extensive research on Ndebele 

culture, Bozongwana (1990) and Dhlamini (1995, 2000) seem to concur on the 

existence of a ritual performance tradition based on initiation rites, dance, song, 

poetry and masquerade. In fact, Bozongwana believes that Ndebele culture, in 

particular its traditional religious performances, are of the present rooted in the past : 

for every activity in a Ndebele community there is religion. For example, if 

you go to the field, you find religion there; if you have a wedding, cattle, a 

new baby, illness, happiness, death or drought, religion is there (1990:v).  

Such religion is usually expressed through ritual performance. Like the Balinese, 

therefore, the Ndebele are a dramaturgical people described by Geertz as people with 

a persistent tendency “to stylize all aspects of personal expression” (1983:62), that is 

to express themselves through performance.  

 

In my interview with Cont Mhlanga, the brains behind the idea of Theatre for 

Community Action (TCA), it became evident that his view of play, even if he did not 

mention the term specifically, was that of ‘folk media created from everyday 

activity’. In fact, he insisted that I should underline the word activity (see Appendix 

10, p.65). Mhlanga’s view of TCA as a mediating framework for development 

communication does not seem to make a distinction between play as ‘really real’ or  

as ‘make-believe’. As Margaret Drewal argues with reference to Yoruba play, 

Mhlanga also seems to view play as “a mode of everyday praxis (which) is by 

definition serious and efficacious, shaping what reality is and how it is experienced” 

(Drewal, 1992:17). The following is an extract from our interview : 

Mhlanga : … So that means if you were going to talk development, if you 

talk progress or about mobilising, you know that that which people do 

everyday is there. It’s part of the action, of everything they have. And then 

you discover that theatre is not only a performing art but it’s part of 

(people’s) activity. Yet everybody thinks of theatre in a Western sense. 

Kennedy (Me) : You mean, something to show in the halls and the … 

Mhlanga : No! No! No! That theatre is drama or something like that. In it 

there is no music, no dance. African theatre is not like that. African theatre is 

a mixed pot of all different things. You see theatre in everything. Everything 

is there (see Appendix 10, pp. A62-63). 
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The performance of Vikela I and II by the local community theatre group may 

therefore be viewed as an index or frame of reference for community activity. The 

performers are simply mediators of the ‘action’ for the community who are the co-

players. In this case, the purpose or intention of a play act such as Vikela I is to create 

a platform for community action on HIV/AIDS leading to public policy formulation 

and implementation. Vikela I does this through different discursive frames such as 

paradox, inversion and make-believe. These play frames are employed to meta-

communicate messages or themes that are regarded as major constraints to 

HIV/AIDS prevention, namely women’s oppression, sexual promiscuity, blaming the 

victim and migrant labour.   

 

Play discourse, particularly in societies described by Clifford Geertz (1983) as 

dramaturgical, has the capacity to construct a continuous learning culture through its 

paradoxical alteration of reality (see Kelly-Bryne, 1989; Sutton-Smith, 1997; 

Bateson, 1972, 1976; Gadamer, 1975). For taboo subjects associated with sexual 

deviance and social stigma such as HIV/AIDS, play is most suited due to its 

inconsequential structure. The players are freed from society’s rules, norms and 

obligations as long as the spirit of play is maintained. They can ‘fix’, ‘un-fix’ and 

‘re-fix’ reality without fear of social conformity or reprisal. As Schechner (2002:91) 

elaborates, playing is a way to perform safely and without consequences actions that 

in other contexts would determine hierarchy, mating rights and even the right to life.     

 

9.4.1  Women’s Oppression  

Vikela I opens with a song and dance movement that implicates patriarchy, or male 

domination over women, as a possible constraint to HIV/AIDS prevention in the 

community.  Don Handelman (1977) has argued that song and dance, like ritual, act 

as complementary forms of metacommunication. They permit the co-players to 

forget their social selves and become absorbed in the flow experience of play. By the 

time the performers have created the metamessage ‘this is play’ through song and 

dance, a patriarchal figure, Baba kaPrisca (father of Prisca) calls out to his wife, 

Mama kaPrisca (mother of Prisca), to quiz her about the presence of condoms in 

Prisca’s room : 

Baba kaPrisca :  What is this? 

Mama kaPrisca :  What is what? 
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Baba kaPrisca :  (coming to her and showing her several pockets of condoms) This!  

(Wife picks the condoms and bursts out laughing) What are you 

laughing at? 

Mama kaPrisca :  Prisca’s father, you mean you don’t know condoms by now? 

Baba kaPrisca : What are condoms doing in Prisca’s room? This is what I want to        

                             know. 

Mama kaPrisca : What were you looking for in Prisca’s room? It’s her private room,  

                               baba. 

Baba kaPrisca :  That is not important. I want to know what Prisca uses condoms for. 

Mama ka Prisca :  Is it not obvious? 

Baba kaPrisca :  Condoms are for prostitutes. Are you telling me that my own  

                           daughter is now a prostitute? 

Mama kaPrisca : Condoms are life, baba. They reduce the risk of acquiring  

                            HIV/AIDS. 

Baba ka Prisca :  Shut up! What do you know?  

Mama kaPrisca :  At least we should be happy that our daughter knows about  

                             condoms. 

Baba kaPrisca :  I said shut up! Never talk back at me, silly woman. I will … (The  

man rushes to her angrily. He tries to hit her but misses as the 

woman runs away from him) (see Mhlanga and Baya, Vikela I, pp. 2-

3). 

 

This seemingly domestic confrontation between husband and wife sets the stage for a 

more serious theme, the oppression of women by patriarchy. The scene therefore acts 

as a ‘map’ for a much wider ‘territory’. As Gregory Bateson (1972) pointed out, in 

the evolution of play as a form of communication, there is no distinction between a 

‘map’ and its ‘territory’, that is, between a symbol and its referent. Similarly, Baba 

kaPrisca, as a patriarchal symbol, shows the extent of what Sue-Ellen Case has 

described as “cultural gender inscription” (1988:130) whereby women’s roles are 

defined in terms of biological determinism. For Ndebele women in particular, 

Wallace Bozongwana (1990) says that their roles are summed up in the word 

‘sigcincele’ (keep her for us) said by parents of a girl to her in-laws on the day she 

leaves for her new home. The totality of Ndebele patriarchy is perhaps demonstrated 

by how the marriage and kinship system is organized. In some African societies, 

 190



such as those of the Yoruba (see Drewal, 1992) and the Shona, married women 

remain full members of their own parental lineage. But in Ndebele culture, 

Bozongwana reports that a married woman becomes so fully absorbed into her 

husband’s family that “at (her) death, the man’s, or husband’s burial rite is used on 

the dead woman” (1990:23).     

 

As a referent for a much wider, even sensitive ‘territory’ like gender oppression, 

Scene 1 portrays Ndebele patriarchy as responsible for not only the oppression of 

women but also the spread of HIV/AIDS by denying women their right to life. Baba 

kaPrisca’s attitude towards his wife’s defence of their daughter’s sexuality shows 

that he is more concerned with women’s subservience than with protecting 

themselves against the killer disease, AIDS.  How is play proposing a way of 

confronting the reality of HIV/AIDS in view of patriarchy’s power over women? In 

her analysis of gender discourse in Yoruba ritual performance, Margaret Drewal 

argues that : 

The formalization of sex roles lends itself easily to deconstruction, not only 

by ethnographers, but by the performers themselves. In this way, performers 

use the structure of ritual (or play) to reflect on gender and sex role divisions 

(1992:173).  

Like in Vana Vana which I examined in the previous chapter, Vikela I also employs 

symbolic inversion to subvert a cultural system that seems to have ‘forced’ women to 

internalize male domination. Play, according to Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (in 

Schechner, 1993:25), reveals the possibility of changing goals, and therefore, the 

restructuring of what culture states to be reality. The female character, Mama 

kaPrisca inserts herself into the role of subject by confronting Baba kaPrisca’s male 

ego. Through laughter and caricature, she turns the show into her own by negating 

the rules of patriarchy. Her actions are contrary to the usual cultural stereotype which 

tends to regard most African women as docile, submissive and obedient to men (see 

Stratton, 1994; Sanday, 1988; Schmidt, 1992). In typical Batesonian paradox, Mama 

kaPrisca’s actions become the ‘nip’ for the ‘bite’ in the way she goes beyond 

customary sanction by defying sexual taboo in order to defend women’s rights, in 

particular her daughter’s right to use condoms. 
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What are the implications of such play to HIV/AIDS prevention as reflected in the 

title, Vikela, meaning ‘protect yourself’? Candace West and Don Zimmerman (1987) 

argue that given patriarchy’s insistence on male domination and female 

subordination, the sex category ‘female’ comes to be associated with less status, 

power and authority. Freedom of choice and expression become culturally and 

socially conditioned. As a result, Scene 1 can be taken as providing both performers 

and audience with a platform for what West and Zimmerman call “the social doing 

of gender” (1987:129), the reconstitution of gender through symbolic interaction. 

Hence play functions as an appropriate poetics which can appeal to the people by the 

way it attempts, “to deconstruct the traditional systems of representation and 

perception of women and posit women in the position of subject” (Case, 1988:115). 

Through its inconsequential structure, the play frame has not only made it possible to 

address sensitive issues relating to sexuality but also to equate condoms with life in 

the fight against HIV/AIDS.  

 

9.4.2  Sexual Promiscuity  

The subversive element in play becomes more evident in the portrayal of sexual 

promiscuity as another constraint to HIV/AIDS prevention. As Schechner explains 

with reference to ‘dark play’ : 

play can erupt suddenly, a bit of microplay, seizing the players and then 

quickly subsiding – a wisecrack, a flash of frenzy, risk, or delirium. … Play 

subverts order, dissolves frames, breaks its own rules, so that the playing 

itself is in danger of being destroyed, as in spying, con games, undercover 

actions and double agentry. Its end is not integration but disruption, deceit, 

excess and gratification” (1993:36). 

Such play not only involves physical, mental and emotional risk but its perils are 

often masked or disguised by saying that it is only fun, voluntary, leisure or 

ephemeral, when in fact the ‘fun’ involves playing with fire. For instance, Scene 8 

depicts a carnival-like atmosphere in which Bafana, the protagonist in Vikela I, flirts 

with a girl named Sipho at a friend’s birthday party as follows : 

(They sing ‘Happy Birthday’ for Rose. Bafana grabs Sipho’s bums and she moves 

away. He follows, dances with her, then once more he touches her again and she 

again moves away. He follows her and whispers something into her ears) 

Sipho :  (laughs) And what about Mary? 
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Bafana :  What about her? 

Sipho :  She is your girlfriend. She told me you slept together.  

Bafana : Once. 

Sipho : That is not what she said. 

Bafana :  Mary is no longer my girlfriend. I dropped her because of her loud mouth.  

                Too much yap-yap. 

Sipho :  Did you know that she was seeing our History teacher. 

Bafana : Another reason why I dropped her. 

(He grabs her again and she pushes him away, teasing and laughing at him. Bafana 

follows and dances before her) 

Sipho : And Sheila? 

Bafana : She was just a friend. 

Sipho :  But you did it with her? 

Bafana : Only once. 

Sipho : Don’t you ever get satisfied? Don’t you get satisfied? Is it never really  

            enough for you men? 

Bafana : Sipho, I want you. Now! Forget about all the others. 

Sipho : I’m sorry. I don’t do sex. I’ve never done it before. 

Bafana : Everything has a beginning. 

Sipho : No ways! 

Bafana :  I’ll give you anything. 

Sipho : What do you mean anything? 

Bafana :  Anything you want but only after we have done it. 

(Silence as the girl considers the offer) 

Bafana :  I won’t hurt you. It won’t even be painful. Just a few minutes. 

Sipho :  What do you mean a few minutes? 

Bafana : I mean a few minutes. 

Sipho : OK. Just for a few minutes. 

(Bafana grabs her and leads her out. The party swings on for a few minutes before 

fading out) (see Mhlanga and Baya, Vikela I, pp. 12-13). 

 

Like carnival revellers, Bafana and Sipho dispense with customary sanction to 

indulge in behaviour that is consistent with the permissiveness of the spirit of 
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carnival. Rose’s birthday party provides an outlet for the freedom which makes the 

expression of the reveller’s suppressed self possible. In Eli Rozik’s words : 

The freedom of carnival lies in giving the individual the opportunity to 

experience the potential (self) as real, in the context of an atmosphere of 

social permissiveness in which everybody joins the game (1997:188). 

But the seriousness of the carnival lies in the extent to which it can stretch outside its 

boundaries and turn into a dangerous game, what has been described as ‘frame 

slippage’ (Goffman, 1974). The danger with frame slippage, as Drewal points out, is 

that, “it destabilizes a situation and throws it into a zone of ambiguity” (1992:16). 

The ambiguity comes when Bafana offers a gift to Sipho. Gayle Rubin (1975) argues 

that, while in its original traditional context gift giving and receiving expressed 

relationships of trust, solidarity and mutual friendship, in the modern setting it has 

become a form of indulgence.  

 

How does sexual promiscuity become a constraint to HIV/AIDS prevention? The 

paradox of play, its ability to present seemingly opposing states of being 

simultaneously, can reveal both the celebration of love and the tragedy of death. As 

the drama unfolds, Bafana and Sipho begin to regret their indulgence in unprotected 

sex. In Scene 13, Bafana finally realizes that the youth must take responsibility for 

their actions by ‘abstaining from promiscuous sex’ and ‘sticking to one faithful 

partner’. Peter, another character in Vikela I, even goes to the extent of proposing 

that, “we should be preaching love without sex” (see Vikela I, p. 22). Such 

realization comes from play’s capacity to mediate between the inner and outer 

worlds of social reality. There are close parallels between the ambiguities of play and 

what Peter O’Connor refers to as ‘refraction’ in process drama. In refraction, “we 

seek to reveal a multiplicity of selves and truths, of possible and contradictory and 

rejected truths and worlds and perhaps, most importantly, of emergent selves and 

worlds previously unimagined and yet to be” (O’Connor, 2003:263). Bafana and 

Peter seem to experience a similar kind of refraction through the manner in which 

they reflect on a range of possibilities for HIV/AIDS prevention.  

 

9.4.3  Blaming the Victim  

The opening dance that I mentioned earlier compares with Ethel Dhlamini’s (2000) 

description of the Ndebele isitshikitsha dance that involves what she calls ‘flick, 
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swish and wriggle’ rhythmic movement. This dance originated at girls’ initiation 

ceremonies to celebrate fertility but has since become multi-functional to include 

other social occasions such as wedding parties, public rallies and other ceremonial 

functions. In Scene 3, a song that signifies its purpose as an incriminating metaphor 

accompanies the isitshikitsha dance. The female dancers, clad in traditional indlukula 

costume made from ‘animal skin’ kilts and headgear, adopt a call-and-response 

technique for the song, as follows ; 

 Who spread HIV/AIDS lapa ekhaya (here at home)?  

 You spread HIV/AIDS lapa ekhaya  

 Who? Me? 

Yes! You! (extract from Vikela I video version). 

Rozik (1997) explains that costume could be regarded as an expanded mask for the 

whole body. It fulfils the function of “revealing by concealing” (Rozik, 1997:194), 

that is, unmasking certain conceptions that people might harbour in the roles they 

play. As Picasso once said after seeing West African masks in a museum, mankind 

has made masks as a kind of mediation between themselves and unknown hostile 

forces to overcome their fear and horror by giving it (i.e. fear) a form and image (in 

Hutchison, 1994:52). The opening dance, song and costume can thus be seen as a 

playful way of revealing how people express their fear by blaming others.  

 

The tendency of ‘blaming the victim’ has been identified by other popular theatre 

critics as emanating from cultural ignorance about the causes and effects of 

HIV/AIDS (see Rohmer, 1999; Breitinger, 1992; Byam, 1999). In his analysis of an 

AIDS play entitled Zvakamuwanawo (It also befell him) performed by a Harare-

based community theatre group called Indaba, Martin Rohmer (1999) identified six 

instances of ‘victim blaming’ such as : 

• blaming a woman’s miscarriage on abortion or witchcraft 

• blaming AIDS victims for promiscuous behaviour 

• blaming the Western world for creating AIDS  

• blaming either medical doctors or n’angas (traditional healers) for lack of 

care 

• blaming AIDS victims for associating with morally decadent characters. 
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Rohmer (1999) concludes that ‘victim blaming’ seems to be a pan-African 

phenomenon as it can be observed in many other AIDS plays. 

 

A similar problem is depicted in the male character Baba kaPrisca who blames his 

sister for contracting HIV/AIDS through her husband’s carelessness as follows : 

Baba kaPrisca :  It’s nonsense. Rubbish! She has to go back to her in-laws today.  

                             That’s my decision. That’s where she got her disease, full stop! 

Mama kaPrisca (alias Linda) :  But she is your sister. She can sleep with the  

                                                   girls. Let her stay. 

Baba kaPrisca :  Not here. She will spread the illness to my children. I cannot have  

                              her sharing anything with my children. Do you hear me? 

Mama kaPrisca :  Baba (father - as a label for authority and respect), one can not get  

                            HIV-AIDS by sharing a room with an infected person. Also one  

                            can not get HIV-AIDS by sharing kitchen utensils or a toilet with  

                            an infected person. 

Baba kaPrisca :  Shut up! What do you know? (Grabs her by the neck. She screams  

                             calling her neighbour to come to her rescue. MaNdlovu, a female  

                             nurse, rushes in to break the fight). 

… Mama kaPrisca : You are chasing your sister away. Where do you want her to                                    

                                  go and die?  (see Mhlanga and Baya, Vikela I, pp. 6-7). 

 

Playing, in Richard Schechner’s (1993) view, is the ground or the matrix that gives 

birth to multiple realities. The passage between such realities is sometimes 

experienced as a leap or shock rather than a smooth flow. Ordinary reality, which is 

culture-bound, time-bound and space-bound, collides with fictional reality to produce 

the friction that Gavin Bolton describes as “imperative tension” (1992:11). Although 

Baba kaPrisca, as a symbol of patriarchy, wants to uphold the binary division 

between male and female, he is shocked when his wife acts against his power and 

authority. Play thus affords an ‘aesthetic space’ for deconstructing  existing role 

relationships by creating new possibilities. The play space serves a paradoxical 

function. It is a space where events may be experienced as concrete action yet 

seemingly distanced from the real. The paradox lies in how play can act as a 

refractive prism, or “dimpled mirror” (O’Connor, 2003:280) for peoples’ dreams and 
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fears. In this case, Baba kaPrisca stands for a distorted mirror image of many others 

who blame the victims of HIV/AIDS out of a mixture of fear, ignorance and egoism. 

 

The two women, Mama kaPrisca and MaNdlovu take up the task of not only 

reprimanding Baba kaPrisca about the futility of blaming his sister for her HIV/AIDS 

status but also educating him on the need to accept the burden of responsibility for 

his sister. In a way, they exercise their knowledge to inscribe a ‘new’ reality in which 

certain ill-conceived beliefs like blaming the victims of HIV/AIDS are negated. The 

purpose of such symbolic inversion is “a reversal of position, order, sequence or 

relation” (Babcock, 1978:15) so that such commonly held assumptions are discarded 

in favour of care for the victims.  

 

9.4.4  Migrant Labour  

One of the most recurring constraints to HIV/AIDS prevention in Vikela I, which has 

close links with the practice of blaming the victim, is the effect of the migrant labour 

system in the community. As Ross Kidd and Martin Byram (1982) observed in their 

reassessment of the Laedza Batanani experiment which they carried out in Botswana, 

most popular theatre workshops have tended to address the symptoms rather than the 

structural causes that lead to such health problems as venereal disease and 

HIV/AIDS. As a result, the symptoms have often been misdiagnosed as the real 

causes while the socio-economic and political roots of these problems have been 

mystified. In Kidd and Byram’s words : 

many of the problems have their origins in the migrant labour system – e.g. 

family conflict, rural unemployment, alcoholism, prostitution, etc. – yet they 

are treated as isolated problems and diagnosed in terms of morality or the 

behaviour of the victims rather than the social structures which underpin 

these problems (1982:284). 

Such superficial constraint analysis fails to create the necessary awareness that the 

community needs for social transformation. In the end, the victims are blamed for 

their promiscuous behaviour rather than the exploitative structures that are 

responsible for creating the unfavourable conditions.  

 

In Vikela I, an attempt has been made through post-performance seminar dialogues to 

avoid the symptomatic treatment of community problems. At one of these post-
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performance discussions in Somnene ward, one of the eight sub-districts in Bulilima-

Mangwe, a contribution from the girls’ group went as follows : 

Our parents do not give us money to buy clothes and we end up having 

relationships with older men because they give us money and also bring us 

fashionable clothing from South Africa. Most of these older men do not want 

to wear condoms. It is our tradition that a man asks for a girl from her parents 

but nowadays that is no longer being practised thereby (sic) there is a spread 

of AIDS. Our parents do not know whom we go out with these days (see 

Appendix 13, p. A84).     

Thus the real constraints to HIV/AIDS prevention lie within the existing power 

structures and have their basis in the social, economic, political and cultural 

conditions affecting women. But most importantly, migrant labour stands out as the 

major cause of HIV/AIDS among the girls. As one of the girls said, “We do go out 

with boys of our age just for love, but they don’t have money” (see Appendix 13, p. 

A84). Needless to say, migrant labour creates a vicious triangle for the spread of 

HIV/AIDS from the moneyed ‘sugar daddies’ to the local girls and their boyfriends. 

 

But unlike the girls from Somnene ward who seem to see patriarchy and its disguises 

such as indigenous patriarchy and capitalist patriarchy as “legitimate ways of 

organising social life” (West and Zimmerman, 1987:146), Vikela I also shows how 

women can confront the gender hierarchies created by the migrant labour system. 

Through the image of a village girl called Khayalihle, which in Ndebele means a 

‘good home’, play reveals its potential to break the frames of familiarity in order to 

metacommunicate special messages within a newly framed ‘reality’. As Peter 

O’Connor (2003:43) points out, the transformation occurs during the process of 

refraction – where the real and the fictional worlds collide, and the different frames 

of existence become permeable (see also O’Toole, 1992; Boal, 1995; Neelands, 

1994).     

 

Although Khaya (a shortened version of her name) is obsessed with love for her 

boyfriend, Sunnyboy, who she has waited for four years to come back from eGoli 

(Johannesburg) in South Africa, her love is not at the expense of her own life. She 

confronts the world of patriarchy symbolized by Sunnyboy to inscribe her own world 
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of freedom, justice and equality. This comes out through their first encounter after a 

long period of separation in Scene 7 :   

(A path in the village. There are wild sounds of animals and birds, and the distant 

barking and wailing of dogs. A voice calls someone in the dark. Enter Khaya. She is 

nervous. She stops and looks around. Enter Sunnyboy carrying a parcel) 

Sunnyboy :  Beautiful flower. My beautiful rose. The food of my heart. There you  

                    are. Come, come and let me feel the warmth of your love. 

(Silently, Khaya runs into his arms. After some seconds, she moves back and 

searches for his eyes.) 

Khaya :  You went and disappeared eGoli. For four full years, I’ve been waiting for  

               you. 

Sunnyboy :  But I wrote letters to you sweetie. 

Khaya :  Letters? You are supposed to be my lover, not my pen pal. The waiting has  

               been so painful. 

Sunnyboy :  It’s over now. I’m here for you. 

Khaya : Why didn’t you come for me earlier? 

Sunnyboy :  I was trying to settle down. Jo’burg is a strange place. 

Khaya :  Strange place with strange beautiful girls, I suppose? 

Sunnyboy :  Why sweetie? Are you not happy to see me? 

Khaya :  Of course I am. 

Sunnyboy :  Then show it. 

Khaya :  All I want to do is cry. 

Sunnyboy :  Cry? Why? Cry with happiness or what? 

Khaya :  When your sister died, we all thought you would come with her body. …  

               Then your brother followed after a long illness, again you didn’t come. 

Sunnyboy :  Sweetheart, I came to marry you, not to be put on trial, or to start  

                    mourning my brother and sister again. Is that clear? 

Khaya :  Did you say you came to marry me? 

Sunnyboy :  That is what I said. Khaya, I want you to be my wife, to be the mother of  

                     my children. 

(Khaya avoids his eyes, moves past him and stops) 

Khaya :  I can only be your wife on one condition, Sunnyboy. 

Sunnyboy :  Which is? 

Khaya :  Both of us have to go for a VCT first. 
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Sunnyboy : (turns to face her) What is VCT? 

Khaya : Voluntary Counselling and Testing. 

Sunnyboy :  Testing for what? 

Khaya :  HIV-AIDS. 

Sunnyboy :   You are joking, heh? 

Khaya :  No, I’m serious. 

Sunnyboy :   But why do you want an HIV test? Why? You think I’m sick? You  

                     think I’ve come all the way from Jo’burg to infect you with AIDS? 

Khaya :  I didn’t say that. 

Sunnyboy :  That is exactly what you have said. You don’t trust me, simple. 

Khaya :  This has nothing to do with trust or anything, Sunnyboy. I’ve seen people  

                dying around me. I see them everyday. If we go for the test, then we can   

                easily plan for our future together. 

Sunnyboy :  We can still do that without going for a test. 

Khaya :  We can but … it will be like diving into an unknown river, very dangerous  

              and irresponsible. 

(Sunnyboy starts pacing around in anger) 

Sunnyboy :  You are crazy! Do you hear me? You are talking shit, you just felt like  

                    insulting me. 

Khaya :  If you feel insulted by my request, then … 

Sunnyboy :  Then what? 

Khaya : I don’t know. 

Sunnyboy :  Go home! Hamba! (go away) 

Khaya : But we haven’t … 

Sunnyboy : I said go! Go now! Nx! (sound of insult) 

(Khaya turns and heads towards home. Suddenly Sunnyboy stops her. He moves 

towards her and silently hands her the parcel before turning and walking away. 

Khaya looks at him, then calls his name. Sunnyboy does not respond. Khaya remains 

standing, alone, inspects the gift from her lover, then walks out) (see Mhlanga and 

Baya, Vikela I, pp. 10-12 ). 

 

Sherry Ortner and Harriet Whitehead assert that “the structures of greatest import for 

the cultural construction of gender in any given society are the structures of prestige” 

(1981:12). More often than not, such prestige structures are sanctioned by the 
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culturally and socially dominant system of power relations. In the case of indigenous 

Ndebele culture, Ethel Dhlamini (1995, 2000) has observed the existence of a highly 

stratified society that once began with the unhlanga (the father of the tribe) such as 

Mzilikazi, whom Bozongwana (1990) refers to as ‘the mountain’, followed by 

military regiments, religious figures, initiated men and women, uninitiated boys and 

girls, and other conquered tribes. With the onset of modernity, the residual forms of 

this hierarchical tradition have been transferred to the market economy which has 

produced an ‘elite class’, at least by rural village standards, of migrant workers. 

Sunnyboy belongs to this new socio-economic status group that is now ranked 

according to material wealth rather than aristocratic lineage, military prowess or 

ritual power. Thus the new prestige structures tend to enhance the authority of 

patriarchy by its tendency to extend Salvatore Cucchiari’s (1981:62) simple gender 

formula of : woman equals ‘passive nature’ and man equals ‘dominant culture’.  

 

But while the rest of the community has such a high regard for Sunnyboy, Khaya is 

not blinded by her boyfriend’s newly found prestige. Instead, she plays with the 

possibility of inverting what the community regards as the reality. Even though she 

runs the risk of endangering her relationship with the man she has waited for so long, 

she weighs her priorities and finds that her own life is more important than love, 

gifts, marriage and family. As Margaret Drewal comments, “The object is to turn one 

condition into another through a series of exchanges that bring revelations, altered 

perceptions, or even a reorientation of the participants” (1992:18). For Khaya, the 

end, that is, HIV/AIDS prevention, justifies the means, that is, her strong stance 

against the new patriarchy that has been instituted by the migrant labour system. 

Thus as a discursive play frame, symbolic inversion or aesthetic reversal can bring 

forth new ‘frames of existence’ that offer alternatives for interpreting the world.   

 

Gayle Rubin (1975) suggests that one of the questions to ask about a gender system 

is : Can it be turned into something else? Through Mama kaPrisca’s stance against 

her husband’s negative attitude towards the use of condoms; Bafana and Sipho’s 

regrets over their sexual promiscuity; Mama kaPrisca and MaNdlovu’s exercise of 

power over Baba kaPrisca; and Khaya’s strength of purpose against Sunnyboy’s 

prestige, the use of paradox, symbolic inversion and make-believe has shown how 

play can deconstruct  “modes of perception characteristic of patriarchal culture” 
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(Case, 1988:132). Vikela I ends with a symbolic transformation of ‘patriarchal 

culture’ through Sunnyboy’s ultimate decision to go with Khaya for an HIV test 

which turns out to be negative. As Sue-Ellen Case (1988) concludes, theatre can 

create the laboratory in which the single most effective mode of repression – gender 

– can be exposed, dismantled and removed. Play acts as the ‘anti’ that creates the 

possibilities for such a reconstitution of the social order. Thus Vikela I may be 

viewed as a ‘laboratory’ in which women of strength like Khaya can speak out in 

order to help prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS.      

 

It may be argued that by ‘dismantling’ patriarchy the theatre ‘laboratory’ is 

subverting established cultural values in favour of external ethical imperatives based 

on equality between the sexes. As a result, the Bulilima-Mangwe community, for 

instance, might be deemed to be engaged in creating its own cultural subservience 

through the TCA process. While acknowledging the possibility of having alien 

gender values being imposed on the community, the threat created by the HIV/AIDS 

scourge demands a new reality. It has been estimated that the average life expectancy 

in Africa has been reduced to 36 years from 60 years a decade ago (CARPP, 2002). 

Feminist critics have argued that gender itself is a social construct (see Bundy and 

Nicholson, 2003; Case, 1988; Stratton, 1994; Courville, 1994). The structures or 

patterns of gender are formed and constructed over time, and are differently enacted 

according to historical and cultural exigency. They are not a biological given but 

contigent on the time and place. Thus as a social practice, gender can be challenged, 

affirmed and unfixed in performance (Bundy and Nicholson, 2003:69). In the case of 

Vikela I, the subversion of patriarchy happens in order to enable the community to 

reflect and possibly intervene in its own social and cultural practices.   

 

9.5   The Performance of Vikela II  
While Vikela I focuses on the constraints to the prevention of HIV/AIDS, its sequel, 

Vikela II, also known as Living Positively, deals with the consequences and 

mitigation (or ways of dealing with the effects) of the deadly disease. In other words, 

Vikela II takes off from where Vikela I ends. The effects of not taking preventive 

measures against HIV/AIDS by, for instance, indulging in sexual promiscuity, 

oppressing women, blaming the victims and succumbing to the migrant labour 
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system, are portrayed as creating different types of ‘deaths’ before the coming of the 

ultimate death. These ‘deaths’ in Vikela II emerge as sub-themes presented through 

such discursive frames as parody, inversion and paradox. They include the curse of 

childlessness, the feelings of shame and guilt, the experience of culture shock and the 

act of living with death. 

 

9.5.1  Curse of Childlessness 

Spontaneity, according to Erich Fromm (1960), is a key ingredient of freedom. It 

involves the ability to think, feel and act originally and freely. Khaya’s spontaneous 

expression of ‘freedom’ enabled her to engage in an aesthetic reversal of what 

patriarchal culture states to be the reality. Her spontaneity enabled her to break 

through the usual ‘culture of silence’ (West and Zimmerman, 1987:147) by setting 

the preconditions for marrying Sunnyboy. But, unlike Khaya, Nobuhle, a high school 

girl who falls in love with Khaya’s cousin, Bafana (discussed earlier in connection 

with sexual promiscuity), acts in accordance with the expectations of patriarchy. For 

her, it appears ‘normal and natural’ to submit to Bafana without taking precautionary 

measures. In West and Zimmerman’s words, “For efficient subordination, what is 

wanted is that the structure not appear to be a cultural artifact kept in place by human 

decision or custom, but that it appear natural (their emphasis)” (1987:146).  

 

Vikela II employs parody to show the dramatic irony in Nobuhle’s love for Bafana. 

Even after marrying Bafana, she is not aware of his promiscuous background nor his 

HIV positive status as revealed in Scene 1. Not only does she fall into the 

stereotypical trap of being ‘submissive’ but she also exposes herself to the pressures 

of public opinion. As Yvette Hutchison (1994) would say, her ‘love desire’ 

paradoxically becomes a ‘death wish’ as she insists on having children with an HIV 

infected husband. K.E.B. Manley (1986) describes parody as an aesthetic that is at 

once serious and frivolous. It can present a serious subject playfully. In Nobuhle’s 

case, Vikela II presents the caricatured portrait of a romantic tragedy in which her 

dreams of a blissful marriage turn into a deadly nightmare. Instead of understanding 

the reason for Bafana’s insistence on using condoms for four years after their 

marriage, Nobuhle’s desire for children compels her to confront him in Scene 9 : 

(Enter Bafana and Nobuhle and they are fighting) 

Nobuhle :  Gumede (Bafana’s family name), I’m not happy at all. 

 203



Bafana :  What is the problem? 

Nobuhle :  Why do we always use condoms? How will we have babies? 

Bafana :  Is that really an issue? It’s too early for you to be crying for a baby,  

                sweetie. 

Nobuhle :  People are already talking. They think I’m barren and yet it’s your  

                   problem with this condom thing! 

Bafana :  Leave that to me honey! We need not hurry. Everything has its time. 

… (Enter MaMoyo, Bafana’s uncle’s wife) 

… MaMoyo :  What is the matter, malukazana (daughter-in-law)? 

Nobuhle :  Bafana uses condoms all the time we have sex. 

MaMoyo :  What? (see Bulilima-Mangwe Community Theatre, Vikela II (Living 

Positively), pp.19-20). 

 

The use of parody in this scene is double-edged in the sense of being both 

sympathetic and critical towards its target. Nobuhle’s reasons for rejecting Bafana’s 

use of condoms appears justified in a culture that regards childlessness as a curse. In 

African culture, to be without child is to be cut off from the community. As John 

Mbiti comments, “the birth of a child is a (ritualized) process which begins long 

before the child’s arrival in this world and continues long thereafter” (1994:110). A 

child symbolizes community renewal while the inability to bear a child means the 

‘death’ of corporate existence. As the Shona people would say, abara amuka (one 

who bears a child has risen to life). Thus patriarchy regards child bearing as “the 

ideal wish of every African woman” (Mbiti, 1994:120). The communal curse of 

barrenness which is directed against Nobuhle needs to be viewed as part of the 

checks and balances erected by patriarchy for the continuity of the lineage. It is when 

women are confronted by the curse of being childless that they are stigmatized for 

their sexuality.      

 

But in an age of HIV/AIDS, where the risks have become so high, patriarchy’s 

insistence on child bearing tends to negate the cause of women’s liberation. The 

communal checks and balances are likely to bring net pain rather than net pleasure. 

In Nobuhle’s case, the pain is evident in Scene 11 when, after knowing Bafana’s 

HIV positive status, she laments in tears : 
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Why are you killing me, Bafana? Why didn’t you tell me that you are a 

carrier? I couldn’t have married you! Now what is this when I’m infected? 

(see Bulilima-Mangwe Community Theatre, Vikela II (Living Positively), p. 

23).  

It is the fear of being cursed for being childless that had compelled Nobuhle to 

demand that Bafana should not use condoms. But even then she becomes a victim of 

the patriarchal tendency of blaming the woman for her husband’s failure, what 

Lynette Jackson calls, “the pathologization of African women’s bodies” (1999:5). As 

a framing device, parody tends to operate in the same manner as paradox. The 

ambiguity that confronts Nobuhle operates at two levels, the fictional and the real. As 

Schechner (1988) would say, while elaborating on Bateson’s idea of paradox, the 

playful nip (for instance, Nobuhle’s fictional plight) is not only not a bite (for 

instance, the real childless curse), it is also not not a bite. In other words, the nip may 

not be the bite, but it is what is meant by the bite. To paraphrase Boal (1995), the 

‘image of reality’ becomes the ‘reality of the image’. Through the figure of Nobuhle 

the audience come to realize how the fear of childlessness can create disastrous 

consequences for unsuspecting victims of HIV/AIDS.  

 

9.5.2  Shame and Guilt  

The fear of shame and guilt can be traced back to Vikela I when Sunnyboy was 

resisting Khaya’s precondition to go for Voluntary Counselling and Testing (VCT) 

before they could marry. Vikela II extends the same theme and locates it within the 

structures of African culture, in particular Ndebele society. Among the Shona people, 

who share the same Bantu historical origins with the Ndebele, the culture of shame is 

summed up in a pithy proverb, nyadzi dzinokunda rufu (shame is worse than death). 

As Robert Elliot (1960) elaborates, in many cultures, feelings of shame and guilt are 

used as sanctions of behaviour. In such cultures, members strive to obey both internal 

and external standards of morality. The over-riding considerations are based on, 

“what other people will think or say, whether they will praise or blame” (Elliot, 

1960:67). The violation of such sanctions produces a kind of torment for the 

individual, which can only be relieved by means of confession, atonement, 

retribution or even suicide. The fear of shame and guilt, therefore, creates a sense of 

social rejection, exile, disapproval and ostracism. For a dramaturgical people like the 

Ndebele, Clifford Geertz’s (1983) observations on Balinese culture may provide an 
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appropriate analogy. According to Geertz (1983:64), the Balinese word for shame is 

lek which means ‘stage fright’. The ‘stage fright’ consists of the fear that, in the 

ritualization of daily life, the social ‘actor’ will no longer be able to maintain the 

required ‘aesthetic illusion’. The individual’s public performance to which his or her 

cultural location commits him or her will be botched or spoilt. When this happens, 

lek compels the affected individual to feel so embarrassed, even naked, that social 

intercourse and the spontaneous sense of self are lost.  

 

Bafana is confronted with a similar sense of shame and guilt in Vikela II. Through a 

combination of parody and inversion, Vikela II shows how shame and guilt are a 

direct consequence of HIV/AIDS. The parody is targeted at Ndebele patriarchy for 

erecting structures that give rise to shame and guilt. Modern influences only come in 

to either enhance the existing gender arrangements or to mitigate the consequences 

of HIV/AIDS by offering counselling to victims. The following scene is an instance 

of a cultural gendering process : 

(Exit Nobuhle) 

MaMoyo :  SamaMo! (Bafana’s auntie calling her husband, Bafana’s uncle) 

Uncle :  Is there any problem? (entering) 

MaMoyo :  Umalukazana (daughter-in-law) has come here with a very complicated  

                   issue. 

Uncle : What issue? 

MaMoyo : Of their failure to reproduce. 

Uncle :  So she is barren! (standing up) 

MaMoyo : The problem is with our son (that is, in lineage terms). 

Uncle : Our son? What problem? 

MaMoyo :  He protects when they have sex. 

Uncle :  Protects what? 

MaMoyo :  He uses condoms. 

Uncle :  What? (fuming) 

(MaMoyo exits as she runs away from her husband’s temper) 

Uncle :  Bafana! 

Bafana : Malume! (meaning uncle) 

Uncle :  Are you crazy? I give you imithi yeqolo (traditional aphrodisiacs) to  

              reproduce and what do I hear now? 
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Bafana : What is the matter, malume? 

Uncle :  How will you reproduce when you wear condoms? Tell me now! How? 

Bafana :  That is my problem, malume. Why should it bother you like that? 

Uncle :  Why should it bother me? Usuhlanya yini wena? (You are out of your mind,  

              aren’t you?) The whole village is blaming your wife for her failure to have  

              children, and yet it’s your problem. Go out and tell the whole village that it  

              is not her fault but it’s you who insists on condoms. Go on and tell them  

              now! 

Bafana :  But you know my condition, malume. 

Uncle :  What condition? I don’t know anything about your condition. I don’t want to  

              hear this ever. Go and have sex without condoms. Your wife is waiting for  

              you, silly boy! 

(They both exit) (see Bulilima-Mangwe Community Theatre, VIKELA II (Living 

Positively), pp. 20-21). 

  

As events unfold, Bafana goes ahead to ‘have sex without condoms’ after being 

pressurized into abandoning precaution for the sake of public opinion. His interaction 

with his malume, the symbol of patriarchy, is at once a metaphor of how gender 

hierarchy is constructed as it is a parody of a culture that has not yet come to grips 

with the reality of HIV/AIDS. As Manley (1986) points out, parody treats its target 

with humour while making a serious commentary on society. Elliot describes it as 

“one of the most powerful forms of public disapproval” (Elliot, 1960:67). It can 

therefore be viewed as an ambiguous way of communicating sensitive issues. 

 

In Vikela II, the theme of shame and guilt as a consequence of HIV/AIDS comes out 

through different frames of parody. In Scene 1, Kabelo, Bafana’s close friend has to 

employ tricks in order to make Bafana agree to go for HIV/AIDS counselling at the 

local clinic. Because of the fear of public ridicule, Bafana had withheld information 

about his HIV status from everybody else, including his own wife, Nobuhle, until the 

time she falls pregnant. Even then, he does not inform his in-laws about Nobuhle’s 

HIV status until the baby is born. The last scene for celebrating the child’s birth 

marks the height of parody and inversion when Nobuhle’s mother, Nakano, finally 

comes to know about her daughter’s HIV positive status : 

Uncle :  Show them the baby please. 
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Auntie : Have a look at the baby, Nobuhle’s mother. 

Nakano :  He really looks like his father (the baby begins to cry)  

Auntie : Give it to the mother so that she can breast-feed the baby. 

Nobuhle : Please pass me the baby’s milk. 

Auntie : What milk, doesn’t the baby breast-feed? 

Nobuhle : I don’t breast-feed. 

Nakano : What’s the matter? 

MaMoyo :  … The mother is not in good health. 

Nakano :  What is her illness that she cannot breast-feed her baby? Nobuhle, don’t  

                  be funny, feed that baby! 

Bafana :  There is something that you are not aware of. … Nobuhle and I are  

                 infected. 

Nakano : What infection can stop her from breast-feeding? 

Bafana :  My wife and I are HIV positive but the baby is negative. If she breast- 

                feeds him, he may get the virus. 

Auntie :  HIV positive? So you infected our child! Why did you marry her to your  

                infected son? 

Nakano :  Why did you keep such a thing secret at the expense of our child? 

Auntie :  Why have you killed our child? 

… Nakano :  You took my child in good health. Now you have killed her … You  

                       stupid boy! When my daughter dies, don’t tell us, keep the bones!  

(see Bulilima-Mangwe Community Theatre, Vikela II (Living Positively), pp. 30-31). 

 

Typical parody is like portrait caricature which, in Elliot’s view, involves “the lover 

who tears up the photograph of his faithless love, the revolutionary who pulls down 

the statue of the ruler, the angry crowd burning a straw dummy (or effigy) of a 

hostile leader” (1960:87-88), all in an effort to shame the target victim. Perhaps the 

most serious instance of shame and guilt occurs among the Ashanti of West Africa 

where an old man is said to have hanged himself after ‘breaking wind’ during a 

public ceremony (Elliot, 1960). The final scene in Vikela II therefore, may be ‘read’ 

as not only a parody of Bafana but also the institution of patriarchy. By humiliating, 

mocking and deriding Bafana, Nobuhle’s aunt and mother engage in a symbolic 

mutilation of patriarchy as a cultural principle. In fact, much more is at stake than 

just parody. The shame and guilt that goes with the loss of dignity, status, respect and 
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above all masculinity, is sufficient to “sever the delicate lifeline which bind man to 

the social body, outside of which he can conceive of no (other) life for himself” 

(Elliot, 1960:77). As a consequence of HIV/AIDS therefore, feelings of shame and 

guilt are nothing short of a public execution of those affected. The symbolic 

inversion comes in the apparent reversal of patriarchy’s power and authority through 

the collective sense of guilt and shame experienced by Bafana and the malume.            

 

9.5.3  Culture Shock 

Like other African societies, Ndebele culture has been based on an ubuntu (being) 

philosophical tradition of, “I am because we are, since we are, therefore I am” 

(Mbiti, 1994:141). In this ubuntu philosophy (see Ramose, 1999), the identity of the 

individual is inseparable from that of the community. Whatever happens to the 

individual also happens to the community, and vice versa. In the words of Fred Hord 

and Jonathan Lee : 

Identity is not some Cartesian abstraction grounded in a solipsistic self-

consciousness; rather, it is constructed in, and at least partially by, a set of 

shared beliefs, patterns of behaviour and expectations. In place of Descartes’s 

‘I think, therefore I am’, we find in this black tradition … the life of the 

community (grounded) more on collective structures than on individual 

decision-making (1995:7-8).  

But with the coming of European modernity during the nineteenth century, African 

culture went through several phases of what Terence Ranger describes as, “the 

invention of tradition” (1993:211). The changes that indigenous culture has 

experienced since precolonial times make it futile to speak of a truly authentic 

African tradition but a ‘culture shock’ (see Awoonor, 1975; Asante and Asante, 

1985; Sogolo, 1994; M’Bokolo, 1994; Mazrui, 1990; Gyekye, 1997). As the 

prominent Nigerian novelist and critic, Chinua Achebe (1958) noted, modernity put a 

wedge on what used to bind people together, and things have fallen apart.  

 

How does play treat the experience of ‘culture shock’ as one of the consequences of 

HIV/AIDS? The sex role distinctions erected by patriarchy in order to condition 

women into a “tradition of subordination” (Ranger, 1993:223), for instance 

Nobuhle’s submissiveness, begin to be questioned. Even the guardians of patriarchy, 

such as the malume (Bafana’s uncle), are themselves no longer certain about their 
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cultural authority. Instead, patriarchy is parodied in order to induce a ‘culture shock’ 

which becomes a means of influencing social change. In the manner of the critical 

poise often adopted by Ndebele praise poets, Vikela II uses parody as a metanarrative 

device for deconstructing gender hierarchy. As Penny Bundy and Helen Nicholson 

have argued, “As a social practice, therefore, gender is creative and inventive, and its 

patterns might be challenged, affirmed and unfixed in performance” (2003:69). 

 

For example, Bafana repeatedly expresses his regrets over his promiscuous 

behaviour in the past to his friend, Kabelo and uncle. The real ‘culture shock’ 

however, comes in Scene 11 when the uncle refuses to take responsibility for 

pressurizing Bafana into unprotected sex : 

Uncle :  Now you have infected your wife with the virus. 

Nobuhle :  I’m not his wife anymore (leaving the stage) 

Uncle :  It’s a big mess. 

Bafana :  What should I do then? 

Uncle :  That is what you should have considered before all this. Now what do you  

              want me to do? Am I the one infected with the virus? 

Bafana :  I wish the baby could be born negative. 

Uncle :  Why are you telling me all that? Am I a doctor? Le yinkemenkeme yendaba  

              (It’s all your fault). 

(They exit) (see Bulilima-Mangwe Community Theatre, Vikela II (Living Positively), 

p. 24).     

The uncle’s ambiguous position is quite evident. He is now a far cry from the 

authoritative patriarchal figure who once gave an order for Bafana to ‘go and have 

sex without condoms’ in Scene 9. The malume’s sense of cultural responsibility and 

obligation has been shattered by a new form of individualism. As Robert Elliot 

concludes with regard to mockery as a function of parody, “to lose one’s good name 

is virtually to lose one’s title to existence” (1960:85). Behind that façade of 

hypocrisy, the malume shares an inner sense of ‘culture shock’ with Bafana that 

spells ‘death by self-ridicule’. By exposing the tragedy of a ‘dying culture’, parody 

creates space for deconstructing gender structures that tend to exacerbate the spread 

of HIV/AIDS. 
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9.5.4  Living with Death 

From the time he tests HIV positive, Bafana lives in fear of death. The only people 

he confides in about his status are his close friend, Kabelo, and his uncle. Why? Like 

the Shona cultural practice of chihwerure (joking relationship), the Ndebele people 

also have different social registers by which they can relate to each other on the basis 

of either restraint or licence. For instance, while there is much poetic licence in the 

way an individual relates to his friends, uncles, aunts, nephews and nieces, the 

relationship gets more and more restrained with one’s mother, father, in-laws and 

strangers. Bafana regards his friend, Kabelo, and uncle as close confidantes. It is with 

those with whom a person has a licentious relationship that parody functions not to 

bring shame and guilt but to release pent-up feelings and emotions. As Elliot has 

aptly pointed out, “It is astonishing to find that the same people for whom ridicule’s 

destructive power holds such terrors institutionalize it for therapeutic purposes” 

(1960:78). Like mockery and caricature, ridicule is also considered as a vehicle of 

parody (Manley, 1986). Elliot’s words imply that parody’s lampooning function can 

be reversed for cathartic purposes. 

 

How does parody act as therapy for people ‘living with death’ like Bafana? Vikela II 

employs the ‘licensed’ parody of people like Kabelo and malume to make Bafana 

realize, as Kriben Pillay argues, that by fearing death : 

what we are afraid of losing is a self that is made up of (role) identifications, 

and which is constantly changing in ways both subtle and obvious, what is 

there to lose … except the death of our roles? (2000:143). 

In his workshop on death and dying, Pillay (2000) made participants understand that 

the meta-aspect of drama and theatre, its play dimension, can work beneath the 

conscious level of people’s awareness, their sense of ‘presence’ or obviousness, and 

reach out to their essential ‘awareness’ which is beyond the thinking process. Like a 

stick that ignites the funeral pyre, death or dying is simply the ‘passing’ of roles with 

which we identify. “We are therefore afraid to die in the roles we play, but these 

roles – all of them – are acquired, they are given to us by society” (Pillay, 2000:142-

3). Thus death is not the Great Unknown but life is. Similarly, Peter O’Connor’s 

workshops in Maori communities demonstrated how process drama operates to 

enable mental health consumers to reflect and refract on “who and what they are as 

human beings” (2003:43). 
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Bafana learns to live with death by acquiring, through the agency of close 

confidantes, new roles that give him courage and hope for the future. For instance, by 

disguising his true intentions, Kabelo manages to trick Bafana into visiting 

HIV/AIDS counsellors as follows : 

(An HIV/AIDS counsellor is fixing records in the office. There is a knock on the door. 

Enter Bafana and Kabelo. Bafana realizes that his friend has tricked him to come for 

counselling. He is angry and becomes violent) 

Bafana :  What’s the matter with you? 

Kabelo :  Chill out bro. Take it easy. 

(The counsellor is confused and just stares at the two) 

Counsellor 1 :  What can I do for you? 

… Bafana : You can sit Kabelo as you need advice. I am out of here. 

… Kabelo : I’m begging you my friend, please sit down. 

(Bafana sits down) 

Counsellor 2 :  Now, what can we do for you? 

Bafana :  Tell them, Kabelo. 

Kabelo :  This friend of mine went for an HIV test some time ago and was  

                 diagnosed positive. It is badly affecting him. I tricked him to come to this   

                 centre, hence the fighting. 

Bafana :  Don’t say ‘my friend’, I’m not your friend (stands up to attack him) 

Kabelo :  No, sit down my friend. 

Counsellor :  No, don’t act like that, my brother, please. Testing positive is not the  

                      end of the world (see Bulilima-Mangwe Community Theatre, Vikela II  

                     (Living Positively), pp. 5-6). 

 

Bafana had come to believe that as a man, he had ‘died’ because of his past lifestyle. 

But as Pillay observes, “It is the false personality, the ego, that presumes to know 

life, but actually all that it knows is based on experiences from the past” (2000:145). 

The ‘truth’ is, people continue to play their various roles in spite of the ‘passing 

shadow’ of their past ‘poor play’. Thus after the counselling session, Kabelo reminds 

his friend to, “forget about the past and focus on the future” (see Bulilima-Mangwe 

Community Theatre, Vikela II (Living Positively), p.11). When Bafana informs his 

uncle about his intention to marry Nobuhle in Scene 6, the malume replies : 
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That is good news my mzukulu (nephew). I have been waiting to hear this. 

What you have done is the proper thing …, not what most young men do 

these days, womanizing all over the place (see Bulilima-Mangwe Community 

Theatre, Vikela II (Living Positively), p.15).  

Notwithstanding the subtle reference to Bafana’s past ‘womanizing’, perhaps a part 

of the licensed ridicule, what is significant is the malume’s encouragement for 

Bafana to play new roles as husband and father. Thus, in the same way that the 

helpless and desperate used to seek and find refuge in ritual cleansing, what Elliot 

calls “the rite of sanctuary” (1960:89), those living with death due to HIV/AIDS now 

find hope and sustenance from the support of close friends and relatives.  

 

What are the aesthetic implications of both Vikela I and Vikela II? Both of them 

demonstrate the capacity of play as a means of addressing intractable, if not sensitive 

issues such as gender, sexuality, childlessnness, identity and death. In my interview 

with Cont Mhlanga, he appeared tacitly aware of the discursive potential of play 

when he said : 

If you were thrown into prison, the only thing you can do is sing. What else 

can you do? The ‘magic of theatre’ is something you can’t take away. You 

can sentence someone to 30 years imprisonment today. They go into a prison 

cell and they are singing … (see Appendix 10, p. A66). 

The parallels with Kriben Pillay’s (2000) argument for using the ‘meta-device’ of 

drama and theatre in counselling those ‘living with death’ cannot be over-

emphasized. What Mhlanga regards as the ‘magic of theatre’ tends to arise in and as 

play. In Huizinga’s words : 

A certain play-factor (is) extremely active all through the cultural process and 

it produces many of the fundamental forms of social life. …Ritual grew up in 

sacred play; poetry (or song) was born in play and nourished on play; music 

and dancing were pure play (1955:173). 

What Vikela I and II have shown is that play can become an ongoing process of 

reconfiguring, transforming and deconstructing the gender hierarchies associated 

with patriarchy. If play is the underlying, always-there aesthetic of experience 

(Schechner, 1993:42), its discursive frames like spontaneity, paradox, make-believe, 

symbolic inversion and parody appear most suited to deal with serious issues of life 

and death such as HIV/AIDS. 
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9.6  From the Local to the Global  
As already pointed out, the performance of Vikela I by the Bulilima-Mangwe 

Community Theatre group was an adaptation of Amakhosi Theatre’s version. But 

Vikela II was their own original production after a few weeks training in popular 

theatre skills by Amakhosi. In aesthetic terms, the success of this kind of integrated 

effort has been demonstrated by the extent to which the use of play discourse in 

Vikela I and II could interrogate and problematize the question of Ndebele gender 

hierarchy and how it is closely implicated in the spread of HIV/AIDS. I was 

privileged to observe the same theatre group performing Vikela II (or Living 

Positively) at a most unusual venue for rural popular theatre – the five star Grand 

Palm Hotel in Gaborone, the capital city of Botswana, on 26 November 2002. The 

performance of Vikela II was the climax of a much larger integrated regional 

development colloquium that had brought together representatives from rural 

communities, researchers, policy makers, government ministers, health professionals 

and international donor agents.  

 

In this section, I briefly examine how the Theatre for Community Action (TCA) 

process, which has been shown to be mediated by play discourse, contributed to the 

development of not only the Bulilima-Mangwe rural community, but also the 

Southern African region in its fight against the HIV/AIDS pandemic. The rather 

unique colloquium dubbed CARPP, or the Centre for Applied Social Sciences 

Regional Public Policy Program, was a culmination of several TCA initiatives 

targeting the six different Southern African countries that I mentioned at the 

beginning of this chapter, that is Zimbabwe, Botswana, South Africa, Lesotho, 

Swaziland and Mozambique. In other words, I will be looking at TCA as a medium 

of development communication in terms of how it attempted to meet the 

requirements of the cultural dimension of development at a regional level.  

 

Wolgang Sachs (1992) asserts that United States President Harry Truman’s 

inauguration speech delivered on the 20th of January 1949 laid down a development 

paradigm that was premised on an occidental or ‘civilizational’ perception of ‘Third 

World’ reality. As Gustavo Esteva adds : 
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On that day, two billion people became underdeveloped. In a real sense, from 

that time on, they ceased being what they were, in all their diversity, and were 

transmogrified into an inverted mirror of others’ reality, a mirror that belittles 

them and sends them off to the end of the queue (of modern progress), a 

mirror that defines their identity … simply in the terms of a homogenizing 

and narrow minority (1992:7).  

But as time has proven, this ‘lighthouse’ of modern development is now flashing as 

far away as ever, and keeps on receding further into the distant background. It simply 

means that development is much more than just socio-economic endeavour, but “a 

perception which models reality, a myth which comforts societies, and a fantasy 

which unleashes passions” (Sachs, 1992:1). In a way, development may even defy 

the quantitative rationalizations of ‘outside’ interventionist models as the ‘subjects’ 

opt to meet ‘development’ in the language of their own dreams, what Mpumlwana 

(2002) described as a language that echoes the footsteps, mountains and rivers of the 

people. Thus one advantage of the TCA initiative lies in its rootedness in the 

people’s endogenous frames of reference. 

 

But the endogenous strategy is not by itself the sine qua non of development. As 

Esteva (1992) points out, the endogenous approach tends to impose a single cultural 

view which creates a dead-end in terms of both the theory and practice of 

development. This is where the idea of an integrated rural development (IRD) 

approach tends to have an edge over other development initiatives. UNESCO has 

defined integrated development as : 

a total multi-relational process that includes all aspects of the life of a 

collectivity, of its relations with the outside world and of its own 

consciousness (in Esteva, 1992:15).  

By incorporating notions of both local and regional diversity, and by meeting the 

challenges of ‘acting locally’ but ‘thinking globally’, the expanded TCA process 

demonstrated the importance of pursuing different roads to what CARPP (2002) 

described as a working model for community engagement and participation in the 

public policy cycle. 

         

How did TCA address the objectives of the integrated regional development program 

in combating the spread of HIV/AIDS? By November 2002, the CARPP program 
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had already been launched at four out of the nine sites selected in the six countries of 

the Southern African region. Apart from Bulilima-Mangwe, the other sites were 

Chimanimani in eastern Zimbabwe, Kweneng West in Botswana and Chimoio in 

Mozambique. The program had not yet been launched at the other five remaining 

sites, namely Maputaland, Mohlanatsi and Nyandeni in South Africa, Semonkong in 

Lesotho and Tikhuba in Swaziland (see Stroebel and Maotonyane, 2002; CARPP, 

2002). Like in Bulilima-Mangwe district, the same TCA workshop process was 

adhered to in each of the integrated regional development sites. For instance, in the 

Chimanimani district, CARPP (2002) reports that out of a total of 3000 participants 

who came for the TCA launch, only one person indicated that he had read the 

National HIV/AIDS Policy document prepared by the Zimbabwean government in 

1999. During the seminar dialogue session, participants were able to identify and 

discuss the major issues that had emerged from Amakhosi Theatre’s performance of 

Vikela. I also observed the Kweneng West Theatre group of Botswana presenting 

their own version of Vikela I during the CARPP colloquium in which they 

highlighted the adverse effects of such deep-seated social problems as belief in 

witchcraft, alcohol abuse and moral decadence on Botswana’s high HIV/AIDS rate 

which stood at 36% in November 2001, the highest figure in the region at the time 

(CARPP, 2002). Most participants from the Sussundenga village of Chimoio district 

in Mozambique acknowledged that HIV/AIDS was treated as taboo in the area, 

hence the TCA launch on 18 September 2002 had helped to demystify the subject. 

 

What are the aesthetic implications of the TCA approach to integrated regional 

development? In the initial action plan workshop that was held in Harare on 26 June 

2002 to launch the CARPP program, participants noted that public policy 

formulation was still a preserve of bureaucrats and technocrats without the 

involvement of, and engagement with, the rural poor (CARPP, 2002). The challenge, 

therefore, was how best to mobilize and empower rural communities to drive their 

own social and economic development, leveraging linkages with outside agents from 

the private and public sector to form what Mpumlwana (2002) calls, ‘the golden 

triangle’. But by the time of the CARPP colloquium at the Grand Palm Hotel, 

Gaborone, in November, 2002, the ‘magic of theatre’, that is, the language of play 

which Huizinga (1955) equates with ‘culture’, and which Gadamer (1975) calls ‘a 

mode of aesthetic being’, had created ‘organic intellectuals’ out of the rural poor not 
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only at the local but also the regional level. Through play’s metacommunicative 

discourse, TCA had shown how rural communities can be mobilized to contribute 

their ‘local knowledge’ to HIV/AIDS prevention, mitigation and care; to integrate 

their knowledge with that of outside professionals like Amakhosi Theatre and other 

experts from both the public and private sector; and above all, to exchange 

information with other rural communities in the region and beyond. What used to be 

a pipedream for rural communities to engage in public policy debate on serious 

issues like HIV/AIDS had been turned into a reality through the songs, dances and 

stories of the people themselves. As the Kellogg Foundation’s director for Africa 

Programs, Melusi Mpumlwana (2002) commented in his closing speech at the 

CARPP colloquium, rural communities were finding their feet in order to inform 

policy so that macro-economic planners could now look back and say, ‘We hear 

those footsteps urging us on to a new reality for Africa’.  

   

9.7  Conclusion 
When Amakhosi Theatre’s founding director, Cont Mhlanga, felt disillusioned with 

urban popular theatre and decided to ‘return to the source’ of culture in the rural 

countryside, what he ‘discovered’ among his own people was much more than just 

‘folk media’ but play discourse. Theatre for Community Action (TCA) has been a 

result of the process of ‘professionalizing’ this play activity by transforming it into 

an integrated popular theatre initiative. By the time the Centre for Applied Social 

Sciences (CASS) of the University of Zimbabwe engaged Amakhosi Theatre to 

participate in its integrated rural development program aimed at engaging rural 

communities in public policy formulation and implementation in combating 

HIV/AIDS in the Southern African region, TCA had already been tried and tested at 

local level (CARPP, 2002).  

 

Beginning with the Bulilima-Mangwe local community, TCA acted as the ‘driving 

energy’ for integrated rural development work in which all the stakeholders regarded 

each other as partners in development. This became a possibility when the 

‘outsiders’, that is, the theatre catalysts, researchers, policy makers, health experts, 

bureaucrats and technocrats began to approach development from the Malinowskian 

‘native’s point of view’ (see Chambers, 2003; Geertz, 1975, 1983; Mody, 1991). As 
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Geertz (1983) has recommended, whatever sense one wants to make of what a 

people conceive themselves to be, this comes from the ability to understand their 

modes of expression or their symbolic systems. Play discourse is part of that 

symbolic system which TCA transformed into an aesthetic way of perceiving 

people’s reality. But unlike other popular theatre workshops where practitioners 

focus on a specific community, TCA over-stretched its borders to include other rural 

communities in the Southern African region. The regional would then have a 

‘natural’ link to the global (Sibanda, 2002). As a result, TCA was able to make a 

dialectical connection between ‘local knowledge’ and ‘global thinking’ in such a way 

as to bring them into simultaneous articulation.  

 

It was this ‘hermeneutic circle’ approach to community development, in which the 

whole was realised through its parts, or of the parts being motivated by the whole 

(see Gadamer, 1975; Steinsholt and Traasdahl, 2001; Geertz, 1983), that contributed 

to the significance of play discourse in both Vikela I and Vikela II. These two 

performances by the Bulilima-Mangwe Community Theatre group located the causes 

and effects of HIV/AIDS primarily within the Ndebele patriarchal system and other 

socio-economic factors such as migrant labour. As Richard Schechner (1993) has 

asserted, play generates a plenitude of interpenetrating, transformable and multiple 

realities, what has been described as ‘permeable frames of existence’ (Schechner, 

1993; Voss Price, 1998; O’Connor, 2003). The creation of ‘play worlds’ such as 

Vikela I and II became the aesthetic ground for a symbolic deconstruction of existing 

gender hierarchies in a bid to empower women to shape their own destiny. Through 

these performances, the local community theatre group showed just how much the 

people can do for themselves if given sufficient space and support.   

 

Beside the integrated development approach and the application of play discourse, 

the nature of outside intervention within the TCA framework also brought a new 

dimension to the often ambiguous notion of external financial help. Marianne 

Gronemeyer (1992) argues that the problem with most development assistance is that 

it can only be understood as help rendered for the process of modernization. For this 

reason, most aid organisations want to impose ‘quick-fix’ solutions to local 

community problems (see Kidd and Colletta, 1980; Kerr, 1995; Prentki, 2003; 

Taylor, 2003; Ahmed, 2002 ). Thus, for most non-industrialized countries in the 
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Third World, the race to ‘catch up’ with modernity tends to carry a life-denying 

principle that threatens the culture of the recipients of such assistance. But looking at 

the role of the W.F. Kellogg Foundation as the international non-governmental 

organisation that was funding the integrated regional development program, its type 

of help can be described as “an act of restoration” (Gronemeyer, 1992:65). As Melusi 

Mpumlwana (2002) said in his capacity as director for programs in Africa, the 

Kellogg Foundation’s mission is ‘to help people help themselves’ by strengthening 

their capacity to participate in public policy. This kind of ‘help for self-help’ 

approach created a conducive environment for sustainable community development. 

 

However, in spite of all its strengths, the TCA approach was not without its own 

shortcomings. While the workshop process was appropriately community-driven, 

there was still a tendency to revert to a symptomatic treatment of the HIV/AIDS 

problem during the seminar dialogue sessions rather than examining the underlying 

structural causes and effects emerging from the TCA performances. For instance, a 

report from one of the post-performance dialogue sessions says, “There were 

suggestions from the men that a lot of women have lost their cultural values and have 

turned into prostitutes” (CARPP, 2002:8). It is quite evident that the discursive 

potential in both Vikela I and II had been grossly misconstrued. Ironically, patriarchy 

continued to hold more sway over women in order to perpetuate the structures of 

women’s oppression. The over-emphasis on getting the community to participate in 

the making of public policy appears to have been at a great expense to the 

understanding of what TCA was actually contributing to the cause of community 

empowerment. 

 219



CHAPTER 10 

 

EMERGING PARADIGMS 

 

10.1  Introduction 
From the foregoing chapters on both urban and rural popular theatre, play has been 

shown to manifest itself as an aesthetic that contributes to the realization of the 

development product. Yet from the views of most theatre for development 

practitioners and critics, play still remains a phenomenon they would rather regard as 

less significant. Instead, most seem to label it ‘folk media’ (see Kidd and Colletta, 

1980; Kerr and Chifunyise, 2002; Epskamp, 1989, 1992; Epskamp and Boeren, 

1992; Mlama, 1991; Kamlongera, 1988, 2002; Srampickal, 1994), or ‘orality’ (see 

Abah, 2002; Seda, 1998, 2001a, 2001b; Etherton, 1988; wa Thiong’o, 1998). But 

how such oral media actually communicates development has often been left open to 

conjecture. However, it is important to note that a few of these critics do 

acknowledge the need to come up with an alternative aesthetic framework for 

popular theatre (see Desai, 1990:72, 1991:179; Kerr, 1991:72, 1995 :160; Etherton, 

1988:3).   

 

In this chapter, I examine some of the paradigms emerging from play’s function as 

an aesthetic discourse in theatre for development and other related genres . I adopt 

Robert Chambers’ definition of paradigm as, “a pattern of ideas (or concepts), 

values, methods and behaviour which fit together and are mutually reinforcing” 

(1997:32). The prevailing tendency has been to apply the Freirian educational 

paradigm of ‘codification’ and ‘decodification’ in the interpretation of popular 

theatre discourse. In the words of Guarav Desai : 

many of the theoretical premises of the popular theatre workers in Africa 

originated in the seminal work of the Brazilian adult educator, Paulo Freire. 

Therefore, an understanding of Freire’s theory and practice of education is 

crucial for the appreciation of the normative dimension of African theatrical 

practices (1990:69). 

With all due respect, Desai’s apparent generalization smacks of a rather nihilistic 

view of the African theatre tradition that obviously dates back to time immemorial. 
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While many popular theatre critics have applied Freirian pedagogy in their analyses 

(see Kidd and Byram, 1977, 1982; Byam, 1999; Abah, 2002; Noguiera, 2002), it 

sounds rather paradoxical to critique such a popular performance-based practice 

using the criteria of a non-histrionic nature. By applying an alternative framework 

such as play theory based on the people’s performance idioms, it has been possible to 

examine both urban and rural popular theatre. What remains is to find out some of 

the paradigmatic implications of play discourse to the theatre for development 

movement. I will look at those paradigms that have, or are likely to, emerge from 

concepts that are closely related to theatre for development practice such as folk 

media, popular participation, integrated development, and intercultural theatre.  

 

10.2  Folk Media Paradigm 
The importance of folk media, described as the vehicle by which the common 

people, such as peasants and workers, communicate their ideas, values and beliefs 

(Ng’ombe, 2000) in popular theatre practice can no longer be in doubt. The 

recognition of folk media as a paradigm for development communication became 

prominent during the shift from the modern development model to the cultural 

dimension of development discussed in Chapter 5. However, as Nici Nelson and 

Susan Wright (1997) have argued, the shift towards the discourse of the 

marginalized, whom they call ‘the primary stakeholders’, has been more 

instrumental than transformational. More often than not, communities are led into 

participating in workshops using ‘folk’ songs, dances, poems and stories that have 

already been planned for them. Nelson and Wright (1997) assert that it is 

instrumental to get people to take part in workshops, and transformative when such 

people have power to decide on their own priorities.  Robert Chambers (1997:30) 

sums it up when he says the instrumental paradigm means that ‘they’ (local people) 

participate in ‘our’ project as opposed to the transformational in which ‘we’ 

participate in ‘their’ project.  

 

Thus, when folk media is instrumental, communities have less control over the 

process that is supposed to empower them. For instance, in a report on a workshop 

that was carried out in Malawi by the Food and Agricultural Organisation’s (FAO) 

Communication for Development Group to explore how folk media was used by the 
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people in order to facilitate the process of development, it was noted that most 

external intervention programs were replete with examples of well meaning efforts 

that end up frustrated by a lack of appreciation of local communication systems (see 

van der Stichele, 2000). The group cited one instance where puppetry like nyau 

masks were used among the Chewa people whose culture associates such work with 

the world of animals and spirits. By implication, the development effort became a 

contradiction in terms because it attempted to explain ‘rational’ behaviour through 

‘irrational’ means (Kamlongera, 2002), at least in the eyes of the local people.  

 

How then do folk media become a paradigm for communicating development in 

popular theatre? To answer this question entails a shift from an instrumental to a 

transformational paradigm for folk media. As has been demonstrated in this study, 

play, with its varied discursive frames, operates as a liminal force in the creation of 

different forms of reality. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1975) points out that play is 

responsible for revealing, changing and restructuring what culture states to be reality. 

Victor Turner (1983) also adds that play is an activity, or set of activities, the ‘anti’ 

by means of which all other categories are de-stabilized and re-stabilized. To this 

end, folk media, which I regard as a genre of orality or oracy within an African 

cultural context, needs to be viewed as a transformational performance activity 

whose paradigm is derived from play discourse. As Johan Huizinga elaborates with 

specific reference to ritual performances : 

with the end of the play, its effect is not lost; rather it continues to shed its 

radiance on the ordinary world outside, a wholesome influence working on 

security, order and prosperity for the whole community until the sacred play-

season comes round again (1955:14). 

Since the different folk media genres such as ritual, narrative, song, dance, poetry 

and masquerade are closely connected to play, they have the capacity to bring about 

an order of reality different from that in which participants customarily live (see 

Chapter 6). 

 

From my interviews with a number of literary critics, choreographers and popular 

theatre activists on orality and its role in communication, the dominant feeling was 

that play is the how of folk media. The late Emmanuel Chiwome, a former colleague 

and professor of African literature at the University of Zimbabwe, regarded orality as 
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“a dynamic way of looking at reality, of interacting with social reality and other 

realities” (see Appendix 4, p. A38). He explained at some length how song ‘makes 

certain things happen’ not only in ritual occasions like healing, trance or possession 

but also during community work situations. The choreographer Isibor Ekata, 

described dance as “an oral physical performance in which you express yourself 

using the body rather than words, … a bodily way of saying something” (see 

Appendix 6, p. A47). She cited examples of how different types of local dances such 

as jerusarema (for courtship), mbakumba (for harvest), chidzimba (for hunting) and 

muchongoyo (for war) communicate meaning through mimetic action. But, as 

Chiwome pointed out, it is because of its dynamic nature and adaptive capacity that 

folk media can be used both as a development art form and abused by those who 

want to twist it for purposes outside the interests of the ‘subjects’ of development 

(see Appendix 4, p. A42). 

 

As has been demonstrated in my analysis of play discourse in such performances as 

Tinoendepi? (Where do we go now?) by University of Zimbabwe Theatre, Vana 

Vana (Children are Children) by Alternative Savanna Arts, Mutongi Gava (Jackal the 

Judge) by the Children’s Performing Arts Workshop, Vikela I and Vikela II (Protect 

yourself) by Bulilima-Mangwe Community Theatre, folk media like song, dance and 

narrative are the dramaturgical language by which people communicate their 

understanding of development. As James Ng’ombe (2000) concludes, if the common 

people have been able to create folk art, folk music or folk dances, it makes it 

imperative to view folk media as the communication paradigm for those involved 

with local communities in development work.     

 

10.3  Popular Participation Paradigm  
Like folk media, participation is another category that has also been used and/or 

abused for ‘development’ purposes. As a result, different notions of participation 

have emerged which can only serve to confuse rather than clarify the concept. As 

Rajid Rahnema elaborates : 

Modern jargon uses stereotyped words … (which) fit arbitrarily together and 

support the most fanciful constructions. As these words are separate 
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(depending on) context, they are ideal for manipulative purposes. 

‘Participation’ belongs to this category of words (1992:116). 

Several reasons have been put forward for the increased interest in the concept of 

participation by national governments and development institutions during the 1970s 

(see Rahnema, 1992; Nelson and Wright, 1992; Chambers, 1997; Fals Borda, 1988; 

Mavrocordatos, 2001; Rahman, 1993). These include : 

• it brings greater productivity at low cost 

• it is sensitive to the needs and aspirations of the people 

• it gives rise to long term sustainability in development 

• it readily incorporates the local knowledge of the ‘grassroots’ 

• it is a good fund raising device for development agencies 

• it allows more space for the sharing of resources by stakeholders 

However, because of its susceptibility to manipulation, Karl Polanyi (in Rahnema, 

1992) argues that participation has been ‘disembedded’ from its socio-cultural roots 

and perceived as a ‘thing’ or ‘resource’ for keeping the modern economy alive. But 

with the fairly recent shift from a ‘top-down’ to a ‘bottom-up’ development 

approach, the participatory paradigm has begun to shift “from things to people” 

(Chambers, 1992:33). 

 

What is the nature of this people-centred participatory paradigm in popular theatre?  

Chambers points out that, “the paradigm of people implies the use of participation 

(as) an empowering process with a shift of power to those who are local and poor” 

(1992:33). Its point of departure is characterized by process rather than product (or 

blueprint), partnership rather than patronage and diversity instead of uniformity. For 

popular theatre, this means participation has to be liberating in order to allow 

originality of thinking, acting and feeling in the participants. This view may be 

compared with John O’Toole’s (1976) argument for integral participation in 

educational drama. O’Toole identifies three categories of participation, namely : (i) 

extrinsic participation – where the audience provides feedback during post-

performance discussions; (ii) peripheral participation – the audience contributes to 

the theatrical experience without affecting its structure; and (iii) integral participation 

– the audience perspective becomes an integral part of the theatrical process. From 

these forms of participation, O’Toole argues that the most effective way is to 
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structure them in such a way that the participation becomes “an integral part : the 

climax, or at least the natural outcome” (1976:90). When participation becomes an 

‘unself-conscious activity’, the audience feels liberated to ‘resolve the hardest 

dilemma’. As Erich Fromm asserts, participation entails a reappropriation of 

spontaneity : 

for only if man does not repress essential parts of his self, only if he has 

become transparent to himself, and only if the different spheres of life have 

reached a fundamental integration, is spontaneous activity possible 

(1960:223).  

Play discourse is a source of spontaneous participation as evidenced by the workshop 

processes that I examined for both urban and rural popular theatre (see Chapters 7, 8 

and 9). 

 

According to Cecily O’Neill (1991, 1995), frames of play such as improvisation and 

spontaneity are essential elements in the popular theatre of many different cultures. 

In particular, improvisation, which she refers to as ‘a spontaneous dramatic 

encounter’, has the power to generate : 

an original text in action, and the experience which results can possess the 

coherence, complexity and singularity of theatre. … While remaining 

apparently formless and undefined by a previous plan or script, (it has) a 

special capacity to lay bare the essential dramatic structures (1991:11). 

Taking improvisation as a function of the popular theatre workshop, and spontaneity 

as “the heart of improvisation” (O’Neill, 1991:13), play activity comes to be realized 

as the basis of the rehearsal process – the foundation of all performance (Schechner, 

2002).  

 

Thus the playful element in spontaneous or improvised participation gives rise to a 

paradigm that is more permanent than ephemeral. In Huizinga’s (1955:31) view, play 

communities remain united by the feeling of being ‘apart together’, of sharing 

something important, of mutually withdrawing from the rest of the world and 

rejecting the usual norms. Hence play not only brings a popular dimension to 

spontaneous participation but also adds a transformational quality to the process.  Of 

the almost thirty participatory approaches that Robert Chambers (1992:36) identified, 

he regards the popular mode as marking a genuine shift towards empowering 
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participation. Although he admits that the paradigm of ‘things’ still remains strong, 

popular participation has shown that local people, with external support and 

encouragement, can perform as well, if not better than the outsiders. In other words, 

local communities can develop themselves. To an extent, this has been demonstrated 

by the Theatre for Community Action (TCA) initiative that I discussed in the 

previous chapter.    

 

10.4  Integrated Development Paradigm  
One of the implications of popular participation as an empowering process for the 

marginalized is the role of what Rajid Rahnema calls “change agents” (1992:123). In 

theatre for development, these refer to outsiders such as theatre activists and funding 

organizations. As Rahnema goes on to elaborate, the objective of the cultural 

dimension of development is to do away with the subject/object relationships that 

have tended to dominate most development projects, and, “to replace the alien 

authority of the outsider with a co-actor whose role is to intervene, primarily, as a 

catalyst in an endogenous process of self-generation” (1992:123). Yet the problem 

that many critics have identified is that, in the process of wanting to ‘develop’ the 

grassroots, most external intervenors have not been able to liberate themselves from 

their own conditioning as the thinkers or experts (see Fals Borda, 1988; Esteva, 

1992; Escobar, 1994;  Sacks, 1992).  

 

A new paradigm shift is therefore required that not only involves ‘the patients in 

their own care’ but also makes such a dialogical interaction bring about better ways 

of intervening in other people’s lives. As I pointed out in Chapter 9, the integrated 

development paradigm is a multi-pronged approach that enables outsiders to 

intervene on terms that are favourable to the interests and aspirations of the target 

community. But for this to happen, it is necessary for the ‘professionals’ to transcend 

their class orientation and begin to realize that : 

no form of social interaction, or participation, (or intervention), can ever be 

meaningful or liberating unless the participating individuals act as free and 

unbiased human beings … (Rahnema, 1992:126).  

This is contrary to the modern development paradigm whose emphasis on ‘economic 

progress’ has led development workers to believe that their ‘modern’ biases, 
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conditionings and rationalizations are the best expressions of freedom for the people 

(Rahnema, 1992; Escobar, 1994; Esteva; 1992). But, as Cont Mhlanga’s 

disillusionment with urban popular theatre demonstrated, there is an inner lack of 

freedom associated with ‘modern progress’ which can be avoided by allowing 

individuals and communities to act, think and feel originally and freely, to 

paraphrase Erich Fromm (1960).  

 

From the example of the Theatre for Community Action (TCA) initiative, the 

adoption of an integrated development paradigm within the popular theatre 

movement requires : 

sensitive ‘animators’ (who are) able to listen to their own people, to the world 

at large, and to the roots of their common culture (in order) to cultivate the 

possibilities for (integrated) action and self-discovery dormant in the 

‘common man’ (Rahnema, 1992:127). 

A basic factor in this kind of self-regeneration of the people, even in the face of such 

a deadly scourge as the HIV/AIDS pandemic, has been shown to be play discourse. 

Play makes it possible for all the stakeholders to integrate their efforts in a ‘new 

partnership’ that is conducive to dialogic interaction because it is rooted in the 

enduring traditions of the people themselves. Thus an integrated development 

paradigm enables all stakeholders to recover an inner freedom in which they can 

learn to listen, to share and to free themselves from preconceived fears, biases, 

beliefs and value judgements. 

 

10.5  Intercultural Theatre Paradigm 
In the introduction to their edited volume based on proceedings from the 

International Drama and Theatre in Education Association (IDEA) congress held in 

Bergen, Norway, in 2001, entitled, Playing Betwixt and Between (2002), Bjorn 

Rasmussen and Anna-Lena Ostern point out that when different cultural practices 

meet, it is hard to come up with a unified terminology for fields such as ‘theatre for 

development’, ‘drama in education’, ‘applied theatre’ and ‘community theatre’. 

Rasmussen and Ostern urge scholars to look beyond the different nomenclatures, 

concepts and understandings concealed beneath these terms. In one of the articles in 

the same volume, Tadashi Uchino (2002) argues that there has been some ‘cross-
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cultural traffic’ of theatre practices between Western and Japanese practitioners but 

this has occurred at the level of appropriation, acculturation and assimilation rather 

than dialogue, accommodation and reciprocity. In order to come up with what Patrice 

Pavis calls “a confluence of intercultural theatre” (1996:19), it is necessary to 

examine how scholars and practitioners have put the idea of ‘playing between and 

betwixt sameness and difference’ into intercultural performance practice. 

 

Perhaps Victor Turner set the precedent by identifying a close link between the 

‘liminal symbols’ of early tribal and agrarian societies and modern industrial 

societies when he said : 

the symbolic genres of industrial leisure are analogous, if not homologous, to 

rituals, particularly their liminal phases (his emphasis), in tribal societies. 

That is, they are similar in function, if not in structure. … In other words, 

they play with the factors of culture, …just as tribesman do when they make 

masks, disguise as monsters, combine many disparate tribal symbols, or 

invert or parody profane reality (1978:282). 

To distinguish between the tribal ritual process and the industrial leisure genres, 

Turner suggests the use of the term ‘liminality’ for the ritual symbolic inversions and 

‘liminoid’ for the more complex modern metaphoric expressions. But what seems to 

unite all of them is the play principle, what Turner (1978:294) describes as the ludic 

‘anti-structure’ that generates the system of potential alternatives from which novelty 

will arise. Thus for the different cultures, play remains the metastructural device 

responsible for bringing about the changing realities, what Brian Sutton-Smith calls 

“the source of new culture” (1977:18-19). 

  

From Turner’s (1982) liminal system, based mostly on his anthropological work 

among the Ndembu people of Zambia, it is possible to see how other scholars and 

practitioners have come up with a more or less intercultural performance paradigm 

based on the notion of ‘playing between and betwixt sameness and difference’, that 

is, a kind of hybridity of different performance forms. For instance, from the Indian 

performance tradition of maya-lila, Richard Schechner (1993) was able to construct a 

play theory that could be applied in the preparatory phases of a performance such as 

the workshop and rehearsal stages. Both Schechner (1993) and Clifford Geertz 

(1983) have also formulated a deep play theory based on their respective studies of 
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Sanskrit (Indian) and Bali performance cultures respectively. Brian Sutton-Smith 

builds upon Turner’s system of ‘anti-structure’ in his classification of play activity as 

a paradoxical and adaptive process for creating order out of disorder. As (Sutton-

Smith) says, “we have something to learn through being disorderly” (in Turner, 

1978:293). In their article aptly entitled, “Playing in the Margins of Meaning : The 

Ritual Aesthetic in Community Performance”, Jonothan Neelands and Tony Goode 

decry the modern preoccupation with positivistic notions and urge practitioners to 

consciously seek out and reclaim: 

the same traditional and Oriental aesthetic influences that have characterized 

the work of experimental and avant-garde theatre practitioners in the last fifty 

years. Brecht turned to Chinese theatre; Grotowski to Kathakali; Brook to 

classical Vedic and Vedantic theatre; and Artaud to Noh and Kabuki 

(1995:44).  

Neelands and Goode’s plea for an intercultural paradigm shift is further reinforced 

by Yvette Hutchison who describes how other Western artists like Pirandello, Genet, 

Ionesco and Picasso made use of the mask (derived from the West African 

masquerade in Picasso’s case) as a means of mediating “the paradox of opposing 

states of being : inner and outer, real and fictional” (1994:52). 

 

However, Rustom Barucha (1993, 1996) warns that interculturalism can become an 

ethnocentric practice that may be inseparable from the history of colonialism and 

Orientalism. More often than not, the specificities of local cultures are ignored 

through the adoption of an essentialist view of the Other. Instead, Barucha argues for 

an ‘intracultural’ rather than ‘intercultural’ paradigm. Intraculturalism entails the 

interaction and exchange between local cultures, “within, between and across regions 

within the larger framework of the nation” (Barucha, 1996:159). Barucha’s option 

tends to further ‘localize’ national cultures in an increasingly ‘globalized’ world. As 

Allan and Carmen Luke have argued, “globalisation has generated new kinds of 

identity, new forms of intercultural communication and new forms of community” 

(2000:282). In popular theatre terms, the alternative remains that of an intercultural 

theatre paradigm that respects cultural specificity, reciprocity and diversity. In the 

words of David George, “reciprocity is as much a political and ethical priority as an 

aesthetic choice” (1999:22). For instance, Peter O’Connor comments on how 

indigenous Maori ritual greetings like powhiri (welcome) and poroporoaki (farewell) 
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marked the beginning and end of his process drama workshops “in ways as complex 

as the rules of theatre” (2003:270). Kate Donelan (1999, 2002, 2004) also argues that 

within an interactive drama classroom, intercultural performances can be made to 

dramatise and enact students’ sense of cultural connection and difference, and in the 

process, to generate new ways of seeing the world.     

 

Although the shift towards an intercultural theatre paradigm in African popular 

theatre is not yet fully developed, it is significant to note that the seeds of ‘playing 

between and betwixt sameness and difference’ are already being sown. For instance, 

the Children’s Performing Arts Workshop (CHIPAWO) has performed several other 

narrative-based performances apart from Mutongi Gava (Jackal the Judge) (see 

Chapter 8) at both regional and international theatre festivals. These include the 

following : 

• 1994 – ‘Chipo and the Bird’, Harvest of Plays Festival, Nairobi, 

Kenya. 

• 1996 – ‘Vana Vanotamba’ (The children are playing), Images of 

Africa Festival, Velje, Denmark. 

• 1997 – ‘Mutongi Gava’ (Jackal the Judge), World Festival of 

Children’s Theatre, Hvidore, Denmark. 

• 1998 – ‘Jari Mukaranga’ (Jari, the most favoured wife), World 

Festival of Children’s Theatre, Lingen, Germany. 

• 2000 – ‘Dhongi raSabhuku Mangwende’ (Mr Mangwende’s 

Donkey), World Festival of Children’s Theatre, Toyama, Japan. 

(see McLaren, 2001). 

The fact that these performances are rooted in the children’s culture means that they 

are being re-imagined and re-vitalized in the process of sharing with the outside 

world. As Thomas Riccio says, “those that take also give back” (in Seeds, 1996:33), 

implying that CHIPAWO’s performances abroad could be seen as a form of 

intercultural exchange. On their return, the children are likely to bring back valuable 

theatrical insights from the other cultures.  

 

Another attempt in the shift towards an intercultural theatre paradigm is the Theatre 

for Community Action (TCA) approach being spearheaded by Amakhosi Theatre 
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Productions within the Southern African region as discussed in Chapter 9. The 

peoples of the six countries involved in the Integrated Regional Development 

Program (IRDP), namely Zimbabwe, Botswana, South Africa, Swaziland, Lesotho 

and Mozambique only share a Nguni dialectal past which has since been distorted by 

history. Yet, through the TCA process, in particular, through their own renditions of 

the Vikela I and II performances, the different regional communities are relating to 

each other from the vantage position of their own cultural diversity. For each of 

them, difference has not been so much of a liability but a source of cultural 

enrichment, learning about HIV/AIDS and global exposure. As the program’s 

regional co-ordinator, Lindiwe Majele Sibanda, commented at the inter-regional 

colloquium held in Gaborone, Botswana, and attended by community representatives 

from all the six countries, “We are overwhelmed by the power of Theatre for 

Community Action (TCA) as a tool for community mobilization, community 

empowerment, community dialogue and research, and public policy 

dialogue”(2002:3). Perhaps what was even more ‘overwhelming’ were the multiple 

‘realities’ that play discourse had created through the inter-regional development 

approach.  

 

10.6  Conclusion 
In the quest to find an appropriate aesthetic that can act as a paradigmatic 

commentary on lived experience, John Fox urged researchers to look for : 

a culture which may well be less materially based but where more people will 

actively participate and gain the power to celebrate moments that are wonderful 

and significant in their lives (in Neelands and Goode, 1995:45).  

The few paradigms that have emerged as a result of play’s manifestation in theatre 

for development practice, that is  folk media, popular participation, integrated 

development and intercultural theatre, have shown how play can transform 

development into a function of the people’s culture, and in the process, empower 

them to shape their own destiny. As Schechner (1993:42-3) has concluded, while 

humans have constructed or invented ‘cultures’, the basic ground of existence, 

playing, still permeates both work and leisure.   
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So, how has play been responsible for the emerging paradigm shifts? In the folk 

media paradigm, play has been shown to be the means by which folk media 

communicates development in popular theatre practice. But because play is an 

activity informed by a multiplicity of discursive frames (see Chapter 3), its dynamic 

nature often tends to expose folk media to an instrumental rather than 

transformational function. The spontaneity that is central to popular participation as a 

paradigm for the cultural dimension of development has also been shown to emanate 

from play activity. The same spontaneous quality in play, especially its ‘collective 

processuality’, enabled the co-players or stakeholders of the Theatre for Community 

Action (TCA) initiative to engage in integrated development as partners, and not 

separate entities. The liminal element in play, its ability to ‘play betwixt and 

between’ structures, was also found to be giving rise to a shift towards an 

intercultural theatre paradigm. As Schechner (1993) would say, playing is the 

processual template, the continuous bending, twisting and looping of the action that 

leads to the different paradigm shifts in theatre for development.       
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CHAPTER 11 

 

GENERAL CONCLUSION 

 

This study was concerned with exploring the question of the aesthetic in African 

theatre for development. The main focus was on how play manifests itself as a 

popular aesthetic discourse. In this chapter I conclude by providing a brief summary 

of my findings on manifestations of play in African popular theatre. I also discuss the 

implications and possibilities arising from the study. As far as possible I discuss how 

an understanding of play as a medium in development communication can contribute 

to an effective approach to theatre for development practice. Lastly, I offer 

suggestions on related areas that still need further research. 

 

11.1   Summary of Study  
From a selection of African cultural performances, I described how play acts as a 

signifying function in communicating development within an indigenous context. 

Through such discursive frames as imitation, repetition, spontaneity and absorption 

(or flow) that were manifest in children’s games like mahumbwe, play became an 

‘aesthetic bridge’ for children’s mastery of reality. The stories that pervade African 

narrative performance were found to be distancing devices for ‘making belief’ 

through the creation of a ‘make-believe reality’ (Bretherton, 1984). Even ritual, song, 

dance and masquerade were different means by which participants could be 

transported to other worlds. Even though they may not have been play itself, they 

functioned as complementary frames of metacommunication by transferring 

participants to “a liminal domain of experience” (Handelman, 1977:188). Thus play 

as a cultural phenomenon became a primary medium for communicating cultural 

knowledge and development.  

 

After locating play as aesthetic within the people’s cultural frames of reference, it 

was possible to examine its manifestations in applied popular theatre contexts. For 

instance, during the period of transition to theatre for development in the 1970s and 

1980s, I noted that the workshop process for early popular theatre experiments such 

as the Laedza Batanani in Botswana, Kamiriithu in Kenya, Murewa in Zimbabwe 
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and Kumba in Cameroon made use of play as a ‘frame breaking’ and ‘frame 

creating’ device. In situations where play was not quite evident, or where the 

people’s language of performance was not brought to bear on the development 

process itself, such as the Laedza Batanani workshop, the mode of development 

communication became convocatory (i.e. calling people together to give out 

messages) rather than participatory. However, some typical cases such as pungwe 

theatre in Zimbabwe became models of what Eugene van Erven called The Playful 

Revolution (1992). Through spontaneity as a popular discursive frame, peasants and 

workers were able to voice their resistance to colonial injustice. Pungwe 

performances became the Turnerian ‘anti-structure’ by which the oppressed ‘won’ 

their freedom during Zimbabwe’s protracted liberation struggle (1966-79). However, 

most of these early popular theatre experiments tended to give priority to the 

development outcome rather than the aesthetic process. Play as a mediating discourse 

for bringing new ‘frames of existence’ into being was largely relegated to an 

instrumental position.  

 

After the attainment of national political independence from Britain in April 1980, a 

number of community theatre groups under the banner of the Zimbabwe Association 

of Community Theatre (ZACT) mushroomed in response to a strong cultural revival 

in the country. From case studies of selected urban popular theatre groups based in 

Harare, I pointed out that the focus was mainly on individual artists-cum-performers 

taking theatre to rather than making theatre with the people. As Michael Etherton has 

commented, “the very commercialism which seemingly gives the (theatre) group its 

initial autonomy, eventually undermines its ability to provide the mass urban 

audience with a continuing and developing analysis of their social conditions from 

their point of view” (in Salhi, 1998:145). However, there were a few urban popular 

theatre groups who employed a syncretic form of play. Through a mixture of pungwe 

theatre elements such as song, dance and narrative with Western notions of plot, 

character, dialogue, props and costume, the University of Zimbabwe Theatre was 

able to depict the cyclic nature of violence in the country. In what may be a positive 

trend for the future of popular theatre practice in Zimbabwe, I also examined how 

youth theatre groups like the Children’s Performing Arts Workshop and Alternative 

Savanna Arts were adapting such play frames as symbolic inversion, make-believe, 
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repetition, paradox and improvisation from trickster narratives to communicate 

problems of environmental insensitivity and child abuse. 

 

Osita Okagbu rightly points out that one of the key areas where theatre for 

development has not yet succeeded is, “to work within paradigms of development 

communication in which real and active participation from all sides of the 

communication equation is the central objective and mode of practice” (1998:29). In 

what may be regarded as an integrated development paradigm, I examined an 

innovative theatre for development approach called Theatre for Community Action 

(TCA) being spearheaded by Amakhosi Theatre Productions of Bulawayo. What 

seemed to set TCA apart from other modes of popular theatre was the manner in 

which all the stakeholders, from the ordinary villager to the development expert 

became ‘partners’ in development. Within this integrated development paradigm, the 

nature of the aesthetic resulted from ‘a dialogue of world-views’ between the theatre 

catalysts and the target community. In other words, TCA provided a playful context 

within which rural communities such as the Bulilima-Mangwe district in south–

western Zimbabwe could enter into dialogue with themselves and with outside 

experts. As Augusto Boal (1979) has argued, truly revolutionary theatre should 

transfer to the people the means of production so that the people themselves may 

come to own the process. The means of transferring the theatrical process into the 

hands of the community was to work within the people’s language of performance. 

Thus Amakhosi Theatre were able to assist not only the Bulilima-Mangwe 

Community Theatre group but also other selected groups in the southern African 

region to create performances like Vikela I and II. These performances employed a 

variety of discursive play frames like repetition, inversion, parody and paradox in 

order to address the problem of HIV/AIDS affecting the region. The freedom 

enshrined within the play frame was most suited to address sensitive issues relating 

to sexuality and the use of condoms for HIV/AIDS prevention. 

 

11.2   Implications and Possibilities 
In an article in which he decries the product-oriented approach to theatre for 

development, Okagbu urges practitioners to adopt “a liberatory aesthetic in which 

there is real participation all through the theatre process (to) enable both the outside 
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theatre group and the target community to critically engage in a dialogic exploration” 

(1998:32). Both in its features such as enjoyment, freedom and imagination and 

discursive frames such as improvisation, spontaneity and make-believe discussed in 

Chapter 3, play acts as a free activity in which the co-players are liberated from the 

constraints of ordinary existence as they get absorbed in the fun of play. But the 

freedom of stepping outside the boundaries of time, space and responsibility does not 

preclude play from proceeding with the utmost seriousness. “There is always a great 

intensity during play, an absorption and devotion that matches anything we pursue in 

our real world” (Izzo, 1997:8). In Chapter 10, I examined a few emerging paradigms 

in which play can act as ‘a liberatory aesthetic’ in theatre for development. For 

instance, in the ‘folk media’ paradigm, play was found to be the liminal force 

operating within such cultural performance texts as song, dance, narrative and ritual. 

The spontaneous element that characterizes popular participation as a paradigm in 

theatre for development was also found to be rooted in play activity. Above all, since 

play originates in the enduring traditions of most of the stakeholders, it enables them 

to integrate their efforts in a new partnership for the sake of development. Thus by 

manifesting itself as a liberatory, participatory and dialogic aesthetic, theatre for 

development practitioners could consider play as the aesthetic responsible for 

working out the ‘transformations of reality’ needed in their workshops.  

 

In their reflections on theatre for development arising from Special Interest Group 

(SIG) discussions held at the International Drama and Theatre in Education 

Association (IDEA) congress in Bergen, Norway, in 2001, the three popular theatre 

practitioners, Tim Prentki, Marcia Noguiera and Christopher Odhiambo (2003) 

concurred that theatre for development is essentially discursive in its practice. It is 

concerned with changing the ‘reality’ of its participants and empowering them to 

become involved in their development. But Majid Rahnema warns that even if 

participants may gain an understanding of development from active participation, 

critical awareness and self-directed action, there may not be enough evidence to 

demonstrate that “a new kind of knowledge (or change) did emerge from the 

process” (1992:122). Social transformation is something that cannot be clearly 

defined. It is an ambiguous phenomenon that is subject to differing perceptions, 

values and biases. The option is to treat ‘reality’ as the unknown to be ‘dis-covered’ 

together, free from all the presuppositions and influences of the known reality 
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(Rahnema, 1992:122). A peculiar manifestation of play recurring throughout the 

popular theatre workshops examined in this study was how it could restructure what 

society states to be the reality. Play acted as the ‘anti’ by which other realities were 

destabilized and restabilized. Thus play could interrogate such problematic issues as 

neocolonial violence in Tinoendepi?, child abuse in Vana Vana, environmental 

insensitivity in Mutongi Gava, gender identity and HIV/AIDS in Vikela I and Vikela 

II. Hence an understanding of play as a discursive frame by concerned stakeholders 

can help them to realize how participants process their lives as they engage in theatre 

for development.  

 

The tendency among some of the theatre for development activists whom I 

interviewed was to regard the aesthetic as simply a practitioner’s choice rather than a 

structuring element in popular theatre practice. Schechner (1993) explains that play 

appears as merely fun, leisure, ephemeral and inconsequential because its seriousness 

is often masked and disguised. Turner (1982) also points out that play is indefinable, 

transient and recalcitrant to localization, placement and fixation. Yet it is by virtue of 

this dynamic essence, the capacity to be serious and not serious simultaneously, that 

play wields its discursive potential. As Schechner (1993) asserts, it is by creating its 

own permeable boundaries and multiple realms that play inverts accepted procedures 

and hierarchies. Practitioners and other stakeholders involved in theatre for 

development or other applied theatre practice may find this paradoxical quality in 

play as a source of creativity rather than an obstacle to development education. In 

Osita Okagbu’s (1998) view, play is disarming, it takes judgmental pressure out of 

whatever activity people pursue within its frame, enabling them to be in control of 

the entire process.   

 

The possibilities created by play as an aesthetic discourse are aptly captured by 

Frances Harding (1998) in her description of what she regards as the unique and 

exhilarating qualities of theatre for development. When I continued to reflect on the 

description I thought it aptly summarized the significance of play in a typical popular 

theatre workshop. Harding points out these qualities as : 

the discovery of the right to speak (freedom), the ability to articulate a point 

of view (improvisation) and through performing, the freedom to reveal 

another ‘self’ (liminality). By selecting events and characters from real life 
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(imitation, restoration), a fictional narrative (make-believe) is constructed, 

giving form to imagination (repetition, revision). Out of this, … a 

performance is created which in turn creates a performer-audience encounter 

that is simultaneously ‘real and not real’ (paradox). In performance, the 

performers within the drama encounter others outside of it (participation), 

who … can, at any point, become performers (spontaneity). It is this 

encounter facilitated through fiction which enables the ‘real’ encounter to 

take place (transformation), either simultaneously (within the fiction) or 

subsequent to it (1998:5).  

I have indicated in brackets the possible features or frames of play being captured in 

this rather lengthy description. Play allows the co-players to engage in free activity, 

and in the process, to create new forms of thought, feeling and behaviour. The play 

frame can dissolve the boundaries between self and role as “the image of the real 

(becomes) real as image” (Boal, 1995:44). At the same time, play is a mimetic 

action, in the sense of ‘revising’ rather than ‘copying’ from the original in order to 

come up with frames of ‘restored behavior’, or rehearsals of action. The playing 

process is experienced as a paradox, or rather, a metaxis of seemingly irreconciliable 

opposites – the fictional and the real. By creating a ‘sacred space’ in which 

participants are free to think for and act by themselves, play affords them a platform 

upon which they can experiment with ways and means of altering the prevailing 

‘burdens’ of existence. No wonder that Schechner (1993:39) regards play as the 

processual template that leads to the generating of action in or through performance. 

 

11.3   Further Research 
As I have already pointed out in Chapter 4, the unstable political circumstances 

encountered during the time of fieldwork made it difficult to collect sufficient data 

on the aesthetic in its original cultural performance context. The subsequent shift in 

focus placed more emphasis on how the aesthetic manifests itself in popular theatre 

workshops and less on the reception aspect. A valuable and appropriate alternative 

would be to find out how participants of cultural performances like ritual, dance, 

narrative and masquerade actually come to believe in what they are doing – to 

witness play in its real natural setting before observing it in applied popular theatre 

contexts. By observing manifestations of play in popular theatre performances 
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divorced from the original cultural context, I often found myself interacting with 

participants who could not fully immerse themselves in play as part of their lived 

experience. The tendency to limit my focus to the study of play as an applied 

aesthetic discourse in theatre for development, therefore, did not permit an adequate 

engagement with a significant area that deserves further research, that is, how 

participants come to believe in the ‘framed behaviours’ that they engage in during 

cultural performance activity.  

 

Apart from the need to study the aesthetic in its natural rather than applied setting, it 

is also important to note that the field of theatre for development has become broad. 

It would therefore be inadequate to try to confine the aesthetic to a specific cultural 

perspective. My intention was to come up with an aesthetic paradigm that had a 

direct bearing on the people for whom theatre for development was meant. As Zakes 

Mda (1998) points out, theatre for development has the potential to be the most 

relevant theatre since it can be rooted with the people in the marginalized rural areas 

and urban slums. Following my exploration of play as a medium of communication 

derived from the people’s cultural experiences, useful research can be built on this to 

explore how the aesthetic manifests itself in modes of applied theatre other than 

African popular theatre. Since play is a universal phenomenon as evidenced by the 

views of play theorists and drama educators I referred to in this study, it would be 

necessary to make a comparative study of the aesthetic based on a diversity of 

applied theatre practices. As Rustom Barucha says with specific reference to an 

intercultural theatre paradigm, it enables us to “open ourselves to other like-minded 

yet distinct frames in whose overlapping spheres we can find those blurred spaces 

which bring us together” (1996:166). 

 

11.4   Last Remark 
In the search for an appropriate aesthetic or poetics for theatre for development, Tim 

Prentki (2003) asserts that practitioners and other stakeholders have begun to give 

serious attention to the forms which are effective for the self-development of diverse 

communities. Prentki suggests that one of the principles for such an aesthetic is that 

it needs “to be grounded in the lived experience of people” (2003:100).  Since it 

communicates development through discursive frames that are familiar within the 
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culture of the people, play and its adapted forms can be regarded as such an 

appropriate aesthetic. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Tinoendepi? Playscript 
[extracts from translated version] 

Tinoendepi? (Where do we go now?) was produced by the University of Zimbabwe 

Theatre and commissioned by Amani Trust as a popular theatre project during the 

run-up to the Presidential elections that were held in March, 2002. The following 

scenes have been extracted from a translated version of the original play which was 

written in the Shona language. 

 

PROLOGUE 

 (The scene takes place in a precolonial setting. Villagers are going about their work 

in different places, singing. Enter the whiteman’s messenger bearing a drum which 

he beats to summon the people to a meeting)  

SONG (Insert) :  Kusarima woye woye (If you don’t plough, you won’t eat) 

       Haiye woye woye (refrain) 

                             Haiye woye woye (refrain) 

                             Torai mapadza muchirima (Take your hoes and plough) 

MESSENGER :   (Beating his drum)  People of Nyamuzihwa village, you are being  

invited to a meeting under the muhacha tree. There is a meeting 

under the muhacha tree. There is a very important meeting. Come 

to the meeting! Come to the meeting! 

VILLAGERS :   (talking among themselves as they leave their work) A meeting for  

what? What’s wrong now? Why should we be bothered with these 

never-ending meetings? The meeting should be held on a non-

working day! 

MESSENGER :   (Shouting and beating his drum) A meeting! A meeting! Under the  

muhacha tree! You are invited to come to a meeting under the 

muhacha tree! (The villagers gather under the muhacha tree as 

they wait to be addressed by the white man) 

MESSENGER :   Listen everybody! This meeting to which you have been called is a  

very important meeting! Vasina mabvi (those without knees) have 

a few words to discuss with us. 

VILLAGERS :   (Grumbling) What do the so-called vasina mabvi want from us? We  
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     have other work to do! (Enter the whiteman) 

WHITEMAN :   (Casually) Greet the natives. 

MESSENGER :   Good afternoon everybody. 

VILLAGERS :   (In unison) Good afternoon!    

WHITEMAN :   (speaks while messenger translates) It is not often that I get to  

                             address the natives. 

       Therefore I have a very important issue. 

     The Shona and Ndebele rebellions have been crushed. 

     We are now the supreme rulers of this land.    

     You shall follow the laws of the Crown. 

     You shall leave your pagan rites, sacrificial killings, sun gods, 

river  

      gods, moon gods (speaks contemptuously). 

                              (A villager interjects) 

VILLAGER :   Ah, ah, tell your whiteman that he is making a big mistake. He  

                           mustn’t tell us such big rubbish. 

WHITEMAN :   What is he saying? 

MESSENGER :   (Apologetically) Oh, he is just saying he understands and fully 

agrees with you. 

WHITEMAN :   (Not convinced with messenger’s explanation). You shall report to 

your masters and you shall avail your labour at all times. (Messenger continues to 

translate) Anyone who disobeys shall be dealt with severely. I’m sure you all know 

what has happened to that witch woman Nihunda and that wizard Kakuvi 

(Messenger translates as the villagers grumble. The whiteman becomes threatening) 

Their fate will befall you if you disobey and you shall be thrown out of your homes 

and publicly flogged and hanged. (Messenger translates whiteman’s threat with a lot 

of enthusiasm) I hope what I have just said is clear. God save the Queen! John, bring 

in that native for punishment. (John drags the villager out of the crowd. The rest of 

the gathering protests). 

MESSENGER :   You, come and follow me, you mustn’t talk when senior people are 

speaking! (Villagers stay behind as they begin to argue among themselves)  

VILLAGER ONE :   Yes! Let him go and be beaten up! Why does he protest while 

the whiteman is speaking? 
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VILLAGER TWO :   The whiteman has said the truth. We were tired of witchcraft in 

this village! 

VILLAGER THREE :   Everybody listen and hear me! I spent so many years living 

with mermaids under the water! I didn’t live in the water in order to be told such 

nonsense! It’s you people who worship the whiteman’s gods who prevent the rains 

from coming! 

VILLAGER FOUR :   Don’t be fooled by these people! These so-called Christians! 

The whitemen have their guns and we also have our own weapons, we have ritual 

axes and medicines to protect ourselves. 

VILLAGER FIVE :   We were not defeated! We will go back into the bush with our 

spears and arrows until we defeat the whitemen! (Villagers exit as they sing a war 

song)   

SONG (Insert) :   Leader : Rume rinogara virimira vamwe (The man who despises   

                                              others) 

        Chorus : Tondobayana (We will fight him) 

                              Leader :  Rume rinogara virimira vamwe (The man who despises  

                                              others) 

                              Chorus : Tondobayana (We will fight him) 

 

SCENE TWO 

(Scene takes place in a Rhodesian army camp. Two prisoners, Muchadakurwa and 

his wife are pushed into a room. They start scratching themselves and complaining 

about conditions at the camp)  

MUCHADAKURWA :   Oh no, this is too much my dear! 

WIFE :   I wonder who is looking at my children when I’m here? 

MUCHADAKURWA :   Ah! I’m feeling so much pain in my back. Even in my legs, 

I feel as if someone put steel nails inside. 

WIFE :   Ha-a, I’m just worried of my children. (Enter soldier. He paces around 

looking menacingly at the two vollagers. He is smoking. He blows some smoke into 

Sinyoro’s face)  

SOLDIER :   You devils! Husbands and wives of the bloody terrorists! You’re going 

to get it thick this time! (Continues to pace around the two prisoners, smoking. On 

his way out, he stubs his cigarette on Muchadura’s nape. He goes out and returns 

with Sinyoro and his wife. He pushes them inside swearing menacingly). Move! 
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Move! Do you think you are at a terrorist camp here? Do you think you’re at a 

pungwe? You are going to say everything! (Enter a senior soldier who takes a seat) 

CAPTAIN :   Hurry up! You terrorist! Is that what you do when you are at the 

pungwe? Sit down! (Sinyoro and wife sit down slowly. The captain ‘barks’ at them) I 

said sit down quickly! Ya-a. Sit down – Stand up – Sit down! You mad people! 

(Sinyoro and wife sit down and continue to look down with heads bowed). So you 

people are busy feeding terrorists! Is that so? (They remain silent) Speak you old 

man! Is that true? (Sinyoro and wife reply in unison) 

SINYORO/WIFE :   (together) No sir. 

CAPTAIN :   Where did you spent the whole night on Wednesday last week and 

what were you doing? (The two look at one another and remain silent) I said where 

were you last week on Wednesday? Answer me quickly! Tell me! 

SINYORO :   (Sheepishly) I had gone to Madhlambudzi to claim lobola for my 

daughter Keresia who eloped last year but up to now they have not yet paid me. 

CAPTAIN :   (With rage) You haven’t seen nothing yet, old man. Just stand aside for 

a while. (Addressing his colleague) Have these people gone for electric torture as 

yet? 

SOLDIER :   Not yet. 

CAPTAIN :   Ha-a, you’ll tell us soon. And you amai (mother). Don’t look at me 

like a stranded rat. Come here. (Muchadakurwa’s wife moves closer) Ya-a. Who ate 

all the chickens you prepared last week?  

MAI MUCHADAKURWA :   Tell you what mukwasha (son-in-law)…  

CAPTAIN : Hey (nudging her with his rifle butt) I’m not the son-in-law of a 

terrorist! 

MAI MUCHADAKURWA :   Which chickens are you talking about? The chickens I 

prepared were for the church meeting where Bishop Mhekiya Marange was being 

installed. 

CAPTAIN :   Oh – oh – so you actually prepared many chickens. Where did you put 

some of them? 

MAI MUCHADAKURWA :   Ah – ah – ah (She shuts up)   

CAPTAIN :   (Addressing the villagers) You people are playing games with me. 

Now you tell me where the terrorists are before you get it thick. (He moves 

threateningly towards the villagers.  At that precise moment, there is a sound of 

breaking twigs off stage and the two soldiers leap for cover, abandoning the room 
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and the captives. The villagers lie on the floor for a while before Sinyoro slowly rises 

and peeps out of the window before he speaks)    

SINYORO :   Ah, you know what Mai Rameki! I think that’s my cattle called 

Charuveki which I have been missing for the past three days. If only they could let us 

free so that I can drive my cattle back before it goes astray again. 

MUCHADAKURWA :   So what can we do now? Let’s wait until they come back. 

SINYORO :   A – ah – are you out of your mind, Muchadakurwa? Do you want us to 

wait for death? (Addressing his wife) Mai Rameki, let’s go back home. If 

Muchadakurwa wants to remain here tonight its all up to him since his son is a 

policeman. 

SCENE THREE 
(The scene takes place at a guerilla camp. The villagers are being addressed by 

Killem and his cadres. People are singing and dancing as they shout slogans) 

SONG (Insert) :   Leader : Hondo-o-o! (War!) 

        Chorus : Haiye-iyeye tazofara! (Oh yes, we are now happy!) 

                              Leader : Hondo-o-o! (War!)  

                               Chorus : Haiye-iyeye tachiseka! (Oh yes, we can afford to laugh!) 

                               Leader : Hondo-o-o! (War!) 

                               Chorus : Haiye-iyeye tazofara (We are now happy) 

                                               Tondosangana kuZimbabwe! (We are going to meet in  

                                                Zimbabwe!) 

KILLEM :   We want morale, parents – Zvipfeko zvitema! (Black clothes!) (slogan) 

VILLAGERS :   Ganda dema! (Black skin!) 

KILLEM :   Black skin! 

VILLAGERS :   Black clothes! 

KILLEM :   Parents! The war of liberation is now at its peak! There is no going back. 

You as parents and us as freedom fighters are like fish and water! I said we are what 

…? 

VILLAGERS :   Fish and water! 

KILLEM :   Black skin! 

VILLAGERS :   Black clothes! 

KILLEM :   Black clothes! 

VILLAGERS : Black skin! 

KILLEM :   Does anyone have a question? 
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VILLAGER 1 :   When we give you food and clothes, what should be done to those 

people who go behind our backs to report to the enemy? 

KILLEM :   You asked a very good question, amai (mother). Black skin! 

VILLAGERS :   Black clothes! 

KILLEM :   (Referring the question to his colleague)  You answer this question, 

comrade! 

COMRADE :   Parents! The ‘mother’ has asked a very good question. What’s your 

name by the way? 

VILLAGER :   I’m Mrs Dumi, mwana’ngu (my son)  

COMRADE :   We call such people sellouts, amai. Once they do that we cut their 

heads off, or we throw them in drums full of hot traditional beer, or we burn their 

homes. We won’t dig graves for them. We leave their bodies to be eaten by dogs or 

wild animals. We do that because they are what? 

VILLAGERS :   (Together) Sellouts! 

KILLEM :   You’ve just heard for yourselves. Everyone present has what? 

VILLAGERS :   Heard it for themselves! 

KILLEM : Now let me finish by saying we are about to win the liberation war. 

Everybody will be wearing traditional black clothes once we win the war. That 

means everything will be ours. It will be the likes of Mrs Dumi who will be driving 

the Choppers and Dakotas (military planes used by the Rhodesian security forces 

during the war). The white people you now call boss Thomas will be looking after 

your cattle. (Sounds of fear and surprise can be heard as Sinyoro and his neighbour 

Muchadakurwa enter looking scared. They try to sneak into the crowd but people 

notice them and suddenly fall silent) 

KILLEM :   Do you still remember what I’ve just been saying about sellouts a few 

minutes ago? (Looking in the direction of Sinyoro and Muchadakurwa) Hey sellouts! 

Where are you coming from? (Angrily) These are the sellouts that I’ve just been 

talking about. Stand up! Come over here! Where are you coming from? 

MUCHADAKURWA : Sinyoro had gone to look for his cattle … 

KILLEM : Don’t talk about Sinyoro. How about you, where were you? You want to 

play with us. Comrade, give them ‘Operation Limpopo’. (Comrade brings two 

buckets of water and starts to dip the culprits’ heads in water. Villagers are forced to 

cheer. When they faint, the villagers are dismissed).  

SONG (Insert) :   Leader : Chenjera!  Chenjera! (Be careful! Be careful!) 
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                 Chorus : Chenjera! Chenjera! (Be careful! Be careful!) 

         Leader : Vanamukoma vanouraya! (The comrades will kill you!) 

         Chorus : Chenjera! Chenjera! (Be careful! Be careful!) 

                               Leader :  Vanouraya nemapanga! (They kill with knives!) 

         Chorus :  Chenjera! Chenjera! (Be careful! Be careful!) 

                               Leader : Vanamukoma vanorova! (The comrades will beat you!) 

                                Chorus : Chenjera! Chenjera! (Be careful! Be careful!) 

 

SCENE FOUR 

(Scene opens with national independence celebrations. Comrade Killem and his 

colleagues are passing around black T-shirts. People are celebrating victory and there 

is general merriment all round. There is singing and dancing. Comrade Killem calls 

the gathering to order)  

SONG (Insert) :  Leader : Toi toi! Toi toi! (Running up and down – a war dance) 

Chorus :  Zimbabwe! 

Leader :  Toi toi panguva yehondo! (Running up and down during the  war) 

Chorus :  Zimbabwe! 

All : Taimhanya takabate sabhu (We ran carrying sub-machine guns) 

Tichishingirira Zimbabwe! (We were determined to take Zimbabwe) 

KILLEM  :  Yes, let’s sit down. Lets all sit down! We want discipline comrades! 

Black skin!   

CROWD  :  Black clothes! 

KILLEM  :  Black clothes! 

CROWD  :  Black skin! (The crowd ululates) 

KILLEM  :  We should all be happy today! We fought the war and now we are free. 

Black clothes! 

CROWD  :  Black skin! 

KILLEM  :  Black skin! 

CROWD  :  Black clothes! 

KILLEM  :  Since we all have a black skin we should have black clothes in line with 

our ancestral tradition. Today we have our leaders who are going to come and talk to 

us about our independence. But before they arrive we want to distribute these black 

clothes. Black clothes! 

CROWD  :  Black skin! 

 - A8 - 



KILLEM  :  Black skin! 

CROWD  :  Black clothes! 

(The crowd scrambles for the T-shirts as Killem mounts the podium) 

KILLEM  :  We want discipline comrades. Black clothes! 

CROWD  :  Black skin! 

KILLEM  :  Don’t worry comrades, they will be enough for everybody. Nobody will 

run short! We want discipline comrades! 

SONG (Insert) : Ubaba wethu, somlandela! (Our father, we’ll follow you!) 

  Somlandela! (2x) (We’ll follow you!) 

  Eh, ubaba wethu! (Oh, our father!)     

(The T-shirts are passed around as the crowd bursts into song. Mysterious Man 

arrives with a bodyguard and Killem begins to officiate)  

KILLEM  :  Don’t push each other, please. Lets all sit down, our leaders have 

arrived. Ululate and shout in celebration! Black skin! 

CROWD  :  Black clothes! 

KILLEM  :  Black clothes! 

CROWD  :  Black skin! 

KILLEM  :  Shout with joy! 

BODYGUARD  :  (addressing the crowd) We thank Killem and others for the work 

they have done in getting the people together. Now its time for our leaders. We want 

Killem and others to go and sit down with the masses. Here it’s a place for the 

honourable members. (Killem is shoved off the podium, speechless. He is both 

embarrassed and angry. Mysterious Man rises to address the crowd).  

MYSTERIOUS MAN  :  Black skin! 

CROWD  :  Black clothes! 

MYSTERIOUS MAN  :  (Bodyguard translates as Mysterious Man addresses the 

crowd) We are happy today because we are independent. What remains now is to 

work together to rebuild our country. During the war there were leaders and 

followers. The same thing is going to happen now. I don’t have much to say because 

I have no time left. I have a very important meeting in Zurich (Switzerland). 

(Killem rises and tries to follow Mysterious Man but he is stopped by one of the 

bodyguards who pushes him back. Killem falls back as the people continue to sing. 

Some people laugh while others grumble. The people begin to sing ‘Ubaba wethu!’ 

again). 
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KILLEM  :  Black skin! 

CROWD  :  Black clothes! 

KILLEM  :  Black clothes! 

CROWD  :  Black skin! (Crowd leaves) 

KILLEM  :  (complaining to a colleague) Have you seen what has just happened, 

comrade? Have you heard what has been said? He said some were leaders during the 

struggle but now it’s them who are leading during independence. Does he mean that 

we are no longer leading? So what do we do? 

COLLEAGUE  :  Uh-um, even myself, I was not impressed with what happened. 

KILLEM  :  No, comrade. Let’s have discipline. We will give them time. These 

things have to be corrected. (They sing ‘Ubaba wethu!’ on their way out) 

 

SCENE SEVEN  

(The scene takes place at Sinyoro’s brother’s house somewhere in an urban setting. 

Sinyoro’s brother is relaxing at home reading a newspaper and watching television. 

There is a knock at the door. It’s Sinyoro carrying a bag and looking worn out). 

SINYORO  :  Knock, knock, knock! Is there anybody here? 

BROTHER’S WIFE  :  (enters from the kitchen) There seems to be somebody at the 

door. Can you check to see if there is someone, father of our child? (Brother goes to 

the door, opens and Sinyoro comes in)  

BROTHER  :  Ah – ah. Come in, come in, brother. Oh, it’s you? Ah – you thought of 

visiting us today! Is everything alright? 

WIFE  :  You look so tired and worn out, did you take over somebody’s wife at the 

beer party since you are always up to some mischief? 

SINYORO  :  Ha – a! No. 

BROTHER  :  So, how are you, brother? 

SINYORO  : Ah – a, I’m much better, how about you? 

BROTHER  :  A – a, we are fine. You can sit over there. 

SINYORO  :  By the way, mainini (young brother’s wife), where can I get the toilet? 

I wanted to relieve myself before I sit down.  

WIFE  :  Go that way, babamukuru (husband’s elder brother)! (Sinyoro exits to the 

toilet) Ah – a! It’s been a long time since babamukuru was here. He has come alone 

today. Did he hear about a job somewhere? 
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BROTHER  :  Lets wait and see. Do you think he can be able to keep any job 

because of his stubborn character? He will have fought the boss even before the day 

is over.  

(Re-enter Sinyoro. He sits down). 

BROTHER  :  How are they where you have come from, babamukuru? 

SINYORO  :  Where I came from? I don’t even know! 

WIFE  :  What do you mean, babamukuru? 

SINYORO  :  Its true. I really mean it. I don’t even know anything. I just managed to 

escape … (exits again towards the toilet) 

SINYORO  :  Let me go back to the toilet! (Wife and brother show their surprise) 

BROTHER  :  What’s the matter? Is everything alright? 

WIFE  :  By the way, does babamukuru drink beer? 

BROTHER  :  Ah. No.  When could he have started drinking beer? Even if he drank 

beer …  

(Re-enter Sinyoro. He speaks as he goes to sit down) 

SINYORO  :  Um-m, there is no peace at home. It’s because of politics. Um-m. As 

you see me here, I have just escaped death by a whisker. A-ah, its so dangerous. 

WIFE  :  Tell us what actually happened. 

SINYORO  :  It started like a dream. I don’t know why people hate me at home. I 

first heard people singing during the middle of the night, then silence, singing and 

silence, calling my name, “Sinyoro! Sinyoro! Your life will be over today!” I woke 

up and listened. Mai Rameki advised me not to go out naked … (He exits again 

towards the toilet. Brother and wife are very surprised. They exchange glances)  

 BROTHER  :  Mother of our child, my brother’s story is not good at all! 

WIFE  :  Ah-a, its quite bad, father of our child. Let’s listen and hear where its 

leading to. 

(Re-enter Sinyoro) 

SINYORO  :  (continues with his story) I suddenly got up, grabbed my sandals and 

started gropping for my spear. As I was trying to get out, the roof of the hut was 

already on fire. I can’t even tell whether your amaiguru (elder brother’s wife) and the 

children managed to escape. (He shakes his head and smiles miserably) 

WIFE  :  So babamukuru are you saying that you escaped to come here and left 

maiguru and the children in such grave danger? (She shakes her head in disbelief) 

SINYORO  :  Tell you what mainini! Let me go ahead with the story … 
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(Sinyoro exits towards the toilet again) 

BROTHER  :  Hey, mother of our child, why don’t you make a cup of tea for him? 

(Wife goes towards the kitchen. She returns with a cup of tea. Re-enter Sinyoro. He 

sits down) 

SINYORO  :  I tried to smash the door and landed into their arms as it broke down. I 

saw two familiar faces of people who were trying to tie me up. But their commander, 

ha-a! I recognized that one as if it was daylight. He is that man from our village … 

BROTHER  :  (curiously) Aah – ah! You said from our neighbourhood? Which one? 

SINYORO  :  Killem! 

WIFE  :  Ah – ah. KILLEM! Is he still at home by now? 

SINYORO  :  I fought hard then they took me to the nearby mountains. They 

continued beating me everywhere. If you want you can see it for yourself. Look all 

over my body! (Wife is surprised. She is horrified by the wounds on Sinyoro’s flesh. 

Sinyoro continues) I think the wounds are all over my body. The huts were burnt. 

The granaries were destroyed. Its said my goats had become their staple food. But 

um-m, they beat me up at a great cost. When the boys saw the houses on fire, they 

followed into the mountains. 

BROTHER  :  (surprised) Which boys? 

SINYORO  :  Our own party youth! 

BROTHER  :  From where? 

SINYORO  :  Our party youth. The boys from Pfeka Party! (He lifts the cup of tea 

and starts to shake uncontrollably, spilling the tea all over his clothes. Wife comes to 

the rescue) 

BROTHER  :  Give him a plate to drink from. 

SINYORO  :  When I escaped I went to the hospital at Marirangwe. But when I got 

there they just stared at me like that and started scratching each other. Everyone else 

was treated except me. When I realized that I could die for nothing, I decided to 

leave. I went up the mountain. I got some roots and began to treat myself with them. 

I stayed in the mountains for four days. (He tries to sip his cup of tea but shakes 

uncontrollably)  

WIFE  :  But you are shaking! 

SINYORO  :  I then realized that I could die in the mountains, so let me go to my 

brother in Harare. 

WIFE  :  (pitifully) Eh, surely he is your brother. 
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SINYORO  :  When I was walking to the station that’s when I heard from one of our 

youth that Mai Rameki and the children went to her family home. (Sinyoro leaves to 

go to the toilet)  

WIFE  :  He is really ill. 

BROTHER  :  Now I know. This man never learns. During the war he lost all his 

property. Even now he is doing the same thing. He can’t stay here. I can’t have my 

house destroyed or be sacked from work just because of someone who doesn’t want 

to leave politics alone. 

WIFE  :  You can’t forsake your own mother’s child. How can you behave like 

villagers at the rural home? Are people like Killem educated at all? Babamukuru is 

talking a lot of sense. People should not be forced. They should do what they want. 

They hate him because he knows. 

BROTHER  :  Now he can’t stay here. 

(Enter Sinyoro. He hears the sound of people singing on TV and he is startled. He 

starts hallucinating and they take him out) 

WIFE  :  Why don’t you take him to sleep and rest, then we can decided what to do 

tomorrow. (Brother holds Sinyoro by the shoulders and tries to lead him to the guest 

room. At that point, two voices are heard at the door) 

VOICES  :  Anybody here, anybody here! (They burst in) Whatever you like! 

(Sinyoro turns back on hearing the slogan and dutifully answers back) 

SINYORO  :  Put on! 

MAN ONE  :  Black clothes! 

SINYORO  :  (remains silent, confused) 

MAN TWO  :  Yes. You are a fool. You thought we couldn’t come here? (Brother 

and Wife try to protest as Man Two waves a warning finger signalling at them to 

shut up and exit) 

MAN ONE  :  (to his colleague) Take out those things. Did you bring them with you. 

MAN TWO  :  (He brings out an electronic cord and an instrument.  Man One grabs 

Sinyoro and forces him to the ground). Yes, hold him like that and let’s finish him 

off. (They strip Sinyoro of his trousers as they start to torture him. Sinyoro cries 

aloud before he passes out. One of the two men moves towards Wife threatening her 

with a knife as he embraces her) Yes, we love women like you. Let’s go together, we 

want you to cook for us for a while. (They lead the wife out as they abduct her) 
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EPILOGUE 

(This scene is set outside a Rehabilitation Office for organized violence and torture. 

Killem is seated just outside the office on a bench. He stares fixedly into space. 

Occasionally, he goes into short spasms of hallucination during which he quarrels 

with imaginary foes and asks them to leave him alone. After a while a nurse appears 

in the company of Sinyoro. She asks Sinyoro to sit next to Killem. While she helps 

Sinyoro to settle down on the side of the bench, the nurse addresses Killem). 

KILLEM  :  (seized by hallucinations) Burn it! Burn it! Burn it! Don’t touch me! 

Leave me alone! 

NURSE  :  Hi. How are you this afternoon? I have just brought in a new friend and 

mate for you this morning. Please settle down well together. I shall be inviting the 

two of you inside there for a while. (Nurse exits as Sinyoro settles down in his place. 

Killem continues to stare fixedly into space. After a while he turns to look in the 

direction of Sinyoro. On recognizing the latter, Killem shifts to the other end of the 

bench hurriedly, attracting the curiosity of Sinyoro who stares at him in recognition 

and utter disbelief) 

SINYORO  :  Ah! Killem! 

KILLEM  :  (with a shaking voice) Sinyoro! Yes, it is me Killem. (He raises his arms 

and pleads for forgiveness). My brother, please have mercy on me! 

SINYORO  :  (pleads with his ancestors on noticing his enemy) Ah, my ancestors! 

Why do you bring my enemy when my tears are still dripping on my face? Do you 

want me to eat him alive? And you Mai Rameki’s ancestors? You know that I’m 

your real son-in-law! Remember what happened to Mai Rameki! Your grandchildren 

spent the whole night in the open like donkeys. To you Killem’s ancestors, prepare to 

receive your son because I’m now killing him. (He lifts a chair to hit Killem who has 

been pleading for mercy. At that moment, an official enters accompanied by the 

nurse. The official turns out to be Mysterious Man. The nurse is explaining the 

purpose of the institution to the official). 

NURSE  :  As you can see we’ve a very big institution here. Our main purpose is to 

rehabilitate these victims of organized violence and torture. 

REPORTER  :  Good afternoon, Zimbabwe! We are at the Rehabilitation Institution 

today to witness a very important occasion. We are happy to have the Honourable 

Comrade here with us. Comrade, if I may ask, what brings you here today? 
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MYSTERIOUS MAN  :  Thank you very much, comrade. We’re here to make a 

donation to the victims of organized violence and torture. We want to show that in a 

democratic country like ours, we don’t condone violence. Actually we condemn 

violence. 

KILLEM  :  (seized by hallucinations again) 

REPORTER  :  Comrade, I understand that you are definitely a philanthropist. What 

do you say to that? 

MYSTERIOUS MAN  : Well, if philanthropy means giving to the people, what can I 

say? 

KILLEM  :  (calls out on recognizing Mysterious Man) Chef! Chef! (Boss! Boss!) 

It’s me Killem! It’s me! 

(There is confusion as Mysterious Man denies any knowledge of Killem. The nurse 

apologizes to Mysterious Man. Killem struggles to get closer to the Chef who turns 

his backon him and goes away) 

              SONG (insert)  :  Nyika yedu yauraiwa nemhirizhonga (title of song)    

Our country has been torn apart by violence 

    Gentlemen, violence has destroyed us 

    In Mutare, they have been tortured 

    Gentlemen, do not commit violence 

    Come and see how much we have suffered 

    Ladies, do not commit violence. 
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APPENDIX 2 

Mutongi Gava Playscript 
[extracts from adapted script] 

Mutongi Gava (Jackal the Judge) was originally an African folktale adapted by the 

Children’s Performing Arts Workshop (CHIPAWO) into a play. The following are a 

selection of episodes extracted from CHIPAWO’s video rendition of the folktale 

narrative.  

EPISODE I  

Narrator  :  Once upon a time, 

When stones were so soft, 

that you could eat them. 

And when trees could fly like birds. 

It was on a cool afternoon, 

when Leopard went hunting. 

Suddenly, he fell into a trap! 

(Leopard gruntles in pain and disbelief, then calls out when he sees Man* (as a 

gender inclusive term) passing by …) 

Leopard : Oh, my friend, 

Can you please help me? 

I won’t harm you. 

(silence) 

Man :  What? 

Since when have we become friends? 

Leopard : But … but … 

Aren’t we all animals? 

Man :  Yes, we’re all animals. 

But, there is one huge difference. 

We are clever animals, 

But you’re foolish animals. 

So, we can never be friends! 

Leopard : No, you’re wrong. 

Lets take this opportunity 

to show the whole world 
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that we’re the best of friends! 

Man :  You mean, 

if I take you out of that trap,  

you will travel with me,  

round the whole world, 

telling all other creatures 

that we’re the best of friends?  

Leopard : Yes! 

Man :  No! No! No! 

This must be a trick. 

Leopard : No, wait! 

How could I do such a stupid thing? 

I only want to be your friend. 

Please take me out of this trap. 

Man :  I would like you to be my friend, 

I would like all other creatures to be friends. 

But, I don’t trust anybody. 

I don’t trust any creature at all! 

Leopard : My friend,  

If only for once. 

Trust me, please! 

(Man begins to move cautiously towards Leopard. He frees him from the trap. They 

break into celebratory song and dance). 

 

EPISODE II  

Leopard : (roaring like a hungry lion) 

My friend, 

I think you’re stupid, if not foolish. 

You’ve freed me. 

Yet, my stomach is so empty. 

 I think I have to eat you, now. 

(Leopard makes a sudden jump towards Man) 

Man :  No! 

That’s not fair! 
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Leopard : Your friends set this trap. 

It’s only fair that I must eat you. 

(jumps again towards Man) 

Man : No, please don’t eat me! 

(runs all over to escape from Leopard) 

Okay, lets ask other creatures. 

And hear what they think about this. 

Leopard : Ha …a…a, it can only be three of them 

Not more than three. 

Because I’m hungry. 

Man :   But three is a very small number. 

Leopard : If three is a small number 

Then, I’ve to eat you. 

Man : Wait! Wait! 

We shall ask the three creatures 

And hear what they say. 

If they say you should eat me 

Then you can eat me 

But if they say you shouldn’t eat me 

Then you can’t eat me. 

Leopard : (grumbling loudly and shaking his head) 

Ha …a …a! Ha…a …a! 

Man : Let’s go and ask Tree 

And hear what he thinks about this. 

Leopard : I’ve no strength to walk to Tree. 

I’ve to eat you first 

Then we can go and see Tree. 

Man : Wait, we’re almost there. 

(They get to Tree together) 

 

EPISODE IV  

Man : Hie, my friends,  

What do you think about this? 

Is it fair? 
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Cow I : Out of all other creatures 

You dare ask us, Cows 

To help you, Man? 

You people are so cruel. 

You milk us everyday. 

And at the end of the day 

We don’t have enough milk for our kids. 

Is that fair? 

Moo…o! Moo…o! Moo…o! (bellowing sound) 

It’s NOT fair! 

Cow II : You people kill us for your meat 

And make leather from our skins. 

Now, is that fair? 

Moo…o! Moo…o! Moo.o! 

It’s NOT fair! 

Cow III : You humans are so nasty. 

You make us work so much 

And whip us like slaves. 

Now, is that fair? 

Moo…o! Moo…o! Moo…o! 

It’s NOT fair! 

Cow I : Why do you treat us  

as if we don’t have animal rights? 

Now, is that fair? 

Moo…o! Moo…o! Moo…o! 

It’s NOT fair! 

COWS : (all together) We think you should be eaten 

You’ll make a very good meal 

A perfect meal. 

Cow I : We’re meat to you 

But today, you’re meat to Leopard. 

Leopard : (charging again towards Man) 

Now, there’s no reason why I can’t eat you. 

I’ve to eat you. 

 - A19 - 



I’m so hungry! 

Ha…a! Ha…a! Ha…a! 

Man :  No, please! Help! Help! Help! 

(Jackal rushes to the scene on hearing Man’s call for help) 
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APPENDIX 3 

Stevenson Dialogues 

The following dialogues were carried out with my co-analyzer Paul Stevenson at 

Griffith University’s Mt Gravatt Campus in Brisbane, Australia between 31 March 

and 19 May, 2004. The dialogues were based on two video scripts, namely 

Tinoendepi? (Where do we go now?) by University of Zimbabwe Theatre and Vana 

Vana (Children are Children) originally workshopped by children from Tendayi 

Primary School (Mufakose), and Highfield No. 2 Secondary School in Harare and 

later adapted by Daniel Maposa’s popular theatre group, Alternative Savanna Arts.  

 

DAY ONE  :   31 March 2004  

Paul Stevenson (PS) : Tell me where I can come in. I can tell you what I can do and 

what I can’t do so that that will be ... that’s good. 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) : Yes, yes. One, my area is Theatre for Development, the 

simplest term is Community Theatre. What I’m doing is I’m looking at it using an 

aesthetic, and that aesthetic I later realized is play. And that play in African 

performances you find that most of our rituals, most of our stories, most of our 

dances are performed. And in different cultures like in my culture, there is a word 

that stands for play, we call it mutambo. So far I have managed to theorize it. I came 

up with a chapter on theorizing play but I’m looking at play as a cultural force 

because, in the ritual performances, they use play and that play is something that is 

both serious and not serious because the people are living it. So, umm, the stage I’m 

now is I’m on my Chapter 6, that’s where I need your help. And in this Chapter 6, 

the play has now got to a stage where African culture has been affected by 

modernization. Most of the (community) theatre groups are now incorporating 

Western elements of play. You can see them staging an African folktale but on the 

stage. 

PS : Alright, the thing is the conventions they are using? 

KC : Exactly, exactly. 

PS : So the theatre is trying to follow the modernist movement? 

KC : And they are trying to incorporate some of the conventions from other cultures. 

That’s what African theatre is trying to do. It’s also trying to get things from Western 

theatre but also not throwing away its own performances. 
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PS : Are we talking about several subcultures within Zimbabwe or just one culture? 

KC : The way I’m viewing it is, as a convenient thing, I’m talking of African culture 

as a general experience because there are so many convergencies. You find that the 

drums are everywhere, the stories are everywhere. For instance with stories you 

might find in my culture, the Shona culture might use the Hare as a trickster. But 

when you go to Uganda, you find they use the Jackal. When you go to West Africa, 

they use the Spider. But all are tricksters in more or less the same story. You get 

what I mean? 

PS : Yes. 

KC : In other words, there is a kind of an African sensibility that runs through most 

of these stories. 

PS : A little like the European sensibility runs through European literature. I mean 

you have the same in German theatre, French theatre, English theatre and Italian 

theatre, even Russian. They all have similar old conventions that have been 

transformed over and over but they are too romantic. 

KC : Exactly. There is a cross fertilization of culture and language because in any 

case they originated maybe from the same womb you know, as romance languages 

and so on. It’s the same with African culture you know, the Bantu history says 

Africans originated from the same source. 

PS : That by itself is a Ph.D. 

KC : (laugh) Exactly. 

PS : Oh, it is. Because if you trace the historical reasons, there’s more to it than that. 

KC : But with that one you are more into archaeology and history of Bantu origins. A 

lot has been written on that actually. So, where you are going to come in is, you are 

going to help me identify the playful elements in the performances, elements that you 

think are helping in structuring development messages. 

PS : Ya, can you define development for me? 

KC : Eh eh, for each of the tapes, what I’ll do is I can just brief you, like the first one 

that I’ve just put in, its an African folktale that has been adapted into a modern story. 

But it  retains the same folktale elements. Now that story is talking about 

environmental awareness. You know, there are animals as characters and they are 

busy playing around to sort of bring out the message of environmental awareness 

through the various paradoxes of play. 

PS : When you use the term paradox, what do you mean by that? 
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KC : Um, okay, a situation with contradictions, a situation where they are playing but 

at the same time that playing is much more serious than itself. 

PS : Yes, yes. 

KC : A situation with an ambiguous meaning, you know like in Africa there is a lot 

of violence in my continent, even in my country its worse. And this violence is 

coming onto the stage, so I would like you to help me see some of the things which I 

may be missing which are being brought out through play. 

PS : Now as part of that, I have limited knowledge of Africa, but one of the things 

that must be there within the indigenous community would be means of concealing 

messages. Now that goes a step beyond ordinary play if you take the sort of work 

which Julie (Dunn) has done. Those young people were playing, they were 

incorporating all kinds of views like identity, hegemony and so on. The play often 

contains concealment for the real audience but made palatable for the officials. 

KC : That’s true, I usually use the word satire. 

PS : What I’m thinking of is more the kind of … ah, the ways of deliberately 

disguising the message. What I’m saying is the message is embedded within play. 

It’s the structure that is retained rather than the detail that identifies what is being 

investigated. To me there seems to be one question there, that is : To what extent 

does the play in theatre for development deliberately disguise some of the things that 

the people believe could get them into trouble? For example, the interesting case of 

Zimbabwe where the leaders are in fact members of the black culture and are not 

whites at all so that you have a test case. How does the culture, the play culture, 

manage to make the play palatable for say the Mugabe regime? 

KC : That’s right! (laugh) 

PS : You then deliberately disguise things, like you can’t have soldiers here, perhaps 

you can have bears or other animals and such sort of things. 

KC : Yes, the kind of oblique way of … 

PS : Yes, but make the thing oblique but throw in enough clues for people to be able 

to say, ‘Ah..aa’. You will also be able to make oblique reference to events, historical 

events, vestiges of historical events like Smith and the UDI. 

KC : We then might start with a tape that shows exactly what you are saying. 

PS : Yaa, alright. 

KC : Which touches on the political, eh … 
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PS : Then what we can do is to then take that, to observe the tape and to virtually 

record the action and say these are the things the tape is doing. And then stop, then in 

your text you can interpret that by saying, ‘This appears to be an oblique reference to 

this and that,’ so that what seems to you to be the covert messages within the play 

will then lead to some of the political statements. … The structure of the story, the 

underlying dramatic drive or force becomes a way of playing it safe, an organic way 

of developing the act. Everybody is their own censor and there is a conscious 

chipping of the subculture to its own members. 

KC : Yes, it’s true. The culture is no longer typically African. It has now taken in 

new elements. And it’s more like developing into a different kind of culture so the 

word ‘subculture’ will be okay with me. 

PS : Well, it is and it isn’t because if you take a photo of it in time everything is 

changing all the time so that you get a movement where the culture itself is changing 

and absorbing new ideas in certain ways. You will know what ideas are actually … I 

don’t know what ideas … 

KC : Yes, as we watch the tape what I will do is I can just be telling you what is 

happening, and then you will help me now to identify the elements that are bringing 

out … 

PS : Yes. If we can do that then what you will have will be the tape, then your 

interpretative statement that will be grounded firmly in the action, not in theory but 

… 

KC : Yes, in the action itself. 

PS : And then from that you can make interpretations which reach further, and then 

start making broader conclusions from that. And that will give the methodology 

which you will design from it. 

KC : Yes, thanks, Paul. 

PS : I wanted to check so that I know where we are going. 

KC : Yes, that was good. I also wanted us to start on a note where you are also aware 

of what I’m looking at and see how you can chip in. …Okay let’s watch this one, if 

you could push this way so that you can be more comfortable otherwise your neck 

will be painful. 

PS : Okay I will push over. 

KC : Now this one is called Tinoendepi? meaning ‘Where do we go now?’ 

produced by a University of Zimbabwe Theatre group. They have gone out into the 
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rural villages and they are staging the play at a time when the country is preparing 

for elections. That’s when Mugabe was re-elected (as President), and at that time 

there was a lot of political division and violence.  

PS : (After watching the video, and making comments at intervals) Now, I just want 

to get the key phrase from each song, like we have one there and one there. How 

about this one? 

KC : That’s a pungwe song. Although I may not remember the words but the whole 

purpose behind the pungwe was to indoctrinate the villagers to support the struggle 

so that whatever song they would sing was meant to give the guerillas the support 

they needed. Like fish and water, they would be able to live among the villagers. 

That song would be a kind of a reinforcement of the purpose. 

PS : If we say patriotic or … 

KC : Or nationalist … 

PS : It is Zimbabwe which is yet to come, so it’s a nationalist or patriotic message. 

And there are a lot of slogans, certainly that’s the main message. 

KC : Yes, when I come to analyzing the slogans, I will just put them under chants. 

They seem to be coming from ritual chanting, you know. 

PS : I think it will be interesting to look at that song, you call it ‘Bird Song’, mainly 

because there is a lot of dancing. Now the other thing to do is to look at the audience, 

it goes on and on it must involve the audience. They wouldn’t have something as 

elaborate as that if it didn’t hook the audience.  My only guess is that some of the 

audience will just get up and start dancing. 

KC : You know when I interviewed the director, Owen Seda, he did point out that 

each time they got into a village they would get the villagers together to come and 

watch the performance through singing. In other words the theatre group used song 

in order to call the villagers to come for the performance. 

PS : So that the importance of the music and the dance was in fact to hook the 

audience. While it looks disproportionate on the tape, it wouldn’t have been like that 

in performance because they were having a good time. 

KC : (laugh) Yes.  

PS : Again, at the other level its still a paradox because it was the most gruesome 

tortures one could have in a play yet they were having a good time.  

KC : Yes, it’s a paradox. 
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PS : Like we have already said that’s because we can look back and say, ‘Ah, I see 

what’s happening,’ its that intellectual pleasure that translates into the dance, it’s a 

thing of having power. So in each case the dance mirrors the intellectual pleasure that 

the audience experience when they understand the ironies being presented to them.  

KC : Yes, I like this idea of intellectual pleasure. I will have to read Bergson. 

PS : A lot of his work is not that brilliant but some of it is good. He talks a lot about 

humour being mechanical, I differ a bit with him on that, but look at the part where 

he talks about it being intellectual. I think he’s good at that. 

KC : How would you say then that things like laughter, humour, irony and so forth, 

these are elements of play? 

PS : Do you remember the psychologist called Thorndike, he talks about what he 

calls ‘insight learning’ which he calls the ‘aha experience’. I think its not just ‘aha’ 

but its ‘aha ha ha ha’, and its when you laugh that you have that insight. So we are 

talking about the laughter of insight. We actually see the structure of laughter. I think 

that can be expressed too in the dance to show that, ‘I know, I’m powerful now 

because I know!’ It’s the exuberance of it. But all of that is very connected with play, 

particularly when you think of children playing, there is an exuberance there that’s 

universal to all children. They spent a lot of time laughing when they play. I think a 

lot of it is because they get a lot of insights all the time. It’s laughter of insight I’m 

sure of it. And a lot of it translates into dance. You could still use a global term like 

‘play’ to describe all of it, or you could use ‘dramatic play’ as a specific sort of play 

where you take on the identity of another person or you represent something. So play 

I would say involves laughter a great deal.  

KC : You know the … 

PS : The other thing too of course is that when insight (of laughter) is shared in 

groups, there is a social dimension to it. I see all of that connected with play. So, 

paradox is always an insight into the structure of things, a new understanding of 

things. 

KC : You mean each paradox brings an insight, the ‘aha experience’. 

PS : That’s what I’m talking about. If you think of a joke, or just a ‘joke story’, it 

will contain a paradox and it will provoke laughter, and you usually have a ‘punch 

line’. But while the punch line evokes laughter it doesn’t demand an explanation. But 

it will be paradoxical always. Always a punch line is paradoxical. Where you have a 

joke, there is a punch line, an underlying statement. 
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KC : Yeah, the root supporting play is paradox. 

PS : A lot of them (i.e. jokes) are intellectual. I would then argue that the 

developmental thing happens with very young children before they have learnt 

anything. You know we learn to talk that way. A little baby learns that laughter will 

help it to communicate. And it’s a very healthy paradox. So, even at universities, we 

should have a lot of laughter. 

KC : (laugh) That’s a paradox!       

PS : The songs are a social celebratory thing. What they do is to create that binding 

force. Now that works at two levels. One is that the characters get the audience to 

intervene and produce a piece of theatre. At the next level within the piece of theatre 

the guerillas get the people at the pungwe base to be in their world. The guerilla song 

about freedom, ‘black skin, black clothes’, would work very powerfully by getting 

the audience involved in that song, because later, the audience find that they will 

then become complicit in what the guerillas do. What we are saying is that by 

hooking the audience through guerilla songs the people will identify to some extent 

with the guerillas. And then later, when the guerillas turn into monsters, the audience 

will then say, ‘Ah, I will have to rethink my own position. Now I will reject that’. 

They will start to create a distance.  

KC : Like what happens after the war. 

PS : Yeah, that’s right. I’m sure afterwards the audience will say, ‘Ah, no, we will do 

what we like’. But they become the oppressors again. So the audience are continually 

implicated in the exuberance of the oppressor by means of these songs. 

KC : Sorry, can you come again? 

PS : The audience are being implicated, they are hooking onto …, it’s just that the 

oppressors have a song. 

KC : Which is more than a song. 

PS : A song and a dance in the play. But the audience get involved with that. The  

audience get hooked into that song only to find that they are let down.  

KC : Yes, they are betrayed. 

PS : It’s the audience who get betrayed in this piece of theatre. 

KC : So the song and dance become a paradox, a way of being implicated in their 

own oppression. 

PS : And it’s also a way in which the people are being let down. So they are having 

an experience of having their hopes lifted and then dashed. We have a very good 
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example of that when at the Independence celebration there is this cultural 

exuberance. (Comrade) Killem leads the people in singing, ‘We love you our father’. 

Meanwhile the oppression has already started and the song is still going on. Killem, 

(the former guerilla) is told to go and sit with the rest of the people. It all happens in 

the general atmosphere of the celebration. The oppression is starting while they are 

still dancing. They are celebrating even in the process of becoming oppressed. So 

what we have is everybody is enjoying themselves apparently but the leaders are 

beginning to be referred to as ‘superiors’. The people laugh at the former freedom 

fighters. So you are implicating the audience in the evil (of betrayal). So what you do 

is, you let them celebrate and let them get too far, and then around them they find 

everything is disintegrating. So they have to rethink. But he announces that he’s 

going to Zurich. Oh, no. Nothing at all appears to be as important. 

KC : Yes, that’s the leader. 

PS : Yes, that’s the leader. He goes. And what he leaves is this chaos. 

KC : And he has no time for the people. 

PS : The people continue to celebrate. The ex-guerilla is pushed away, he can’t sit 

together with the leaders. 

KC : Yes, he can’t. 

PS :  And the two ex-guerillas begin to wonder whether or not they are being 

betrayed. And that’s exactly the feeling in the audience while all this happens. 

KC : So that there is some disillusionment. 

PS : The audience will experience that disillusionment, that’s what I’m saying. While 

they are watching they will feel it. They are singing but yet they are laughing. There 

is a kind of irony. You get this dissonance which makes you think. And I think that’s 

what’s happening there so that always the songs are pulling the audience in and also 

implicating them in the actions of these oppressive people. The people who have 

started the celebration end up becoming the oppressors. So the people have to go 

back to the beginning, back to square one again, and begin to wonder, ‘Who are we 

going to believe this time?’  

KC : Nobody. 

PS : Nobody. So there is no one to believe this time. 

KC : (an interruption from the phone ringing) 

PS : Who is this?  

KC : Baba vaRameki which means ‘father of Rameki’. Oh, he’s tortured.  
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PS : You see, even ‘the father of the nation’ has been tortured by the freedom 

fighters who has been singing freedom. Both he and his wife are tortured.  

KC : As you say, its all a cyclic thing – the violence, torture, division, suffering and 

other forms. 

PS : Yes, it escalates. The oppressed become the oppressors. … It’s cyclic violence, 

that’s the structure. I don’t know if that helps? 

KC : Oh, it does! The best thing you have done for me, Paul, is bringing up the idea 

of the aesthetic circle which places the whole video at the centre of play discourse. 

PS : Yes, I think that’s the way to go because otherwise … 

KC : That’s my thesis you know. 

PS : Otherwise, how would you connect with it? 

KC : Actually the paradoxes are the ones which make the whole video complex. If I 

can bring out the paradoxes, then they bring in their themes, their structures, the 

various things. 

PS : I think the way to write it up is as a case study. This is the case, a piece of 

theatre. You can also include at the end the outcome of it. Like how was it received 

by the government? 

KC : Yes, the government has since banned the Amani Trust, which means that the 

University Theatre group can no longer have sponsorship. 

PS : That’s another paradox in itself. Does that mean they were successful or not? 

KC : They were, I think, by showing these people, the target audience, the source of 

the violence. 

PS : And that’s the dilemma faced by every social reformer. You can take it so far,  

but if you compromise too much then you lose, you have sold out. So by choosing 

not to sell out then you don’t get that. There is failure in success. 

KC : In other words, there is failure both ways. Oh, thank you so much, thank you. 

  

DAY TWO  :  7 April 2004 

(This dialogue continues from the previous session)  

Paul Stevenson (PS) : What I didn’t really get is, it’s a piece of political theatre, who 

was the intended audience? 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) : Umm, the group which was actually doing this for the 

general public, the voters. These are the kingmakers, you know, the people who go to 
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vote, so that they can realize that violence, political violence, being pitted against 

each other, doesn’t work. So that is the target audience. 

PS : I think the political groupings are very clearly identified. I think it will be 

obvious to everybody who they are than it is to me. I don’t know much about 

Zimbabwe or Rhodesia. My knowledge is very sketchy you know. I just grew up in 

Australia, and I just see from papers but I don’t know a lot about it. 

KC : Yes, yes. 

PS : The second point is that we just want to get a general idea of what we have 

come up with so far, the overall message. The notion of oppression is cyclic. 

KC : Yes, that’s right. 

PS : And the final question that comes at the very end of the video is, ‘Who benefits 

from all the violence?’ It seems to be so woven into the fabric of the community over 

the last hundred years that someone must be benefiting. It seems the good become 

oppressed in turn. Oppression becomes cyclic from the use of manipulating 

techniques like slogans, dressing (costume) and so forth. So that it becomes 

fashionable to belong to a political party, to become part of the group that is going to 

come into power so that they become part of the celebration. So it’s very kind of 

observational, it’s looking at the history of Rhodesia and Zimbabwe. There is pattern 

which emerges from it.  

KC : Like a document of violence. 

PS : Yeah, yeah. No, I would use the word differently, like it’s the paradox of 

violence. The victims become the persecutors, and the persecutors become the 

victims. And it continues like that. It’s almost a philosophical question. It’s like a 

fairly direct political message but there is this obliqueness. There has to be a 

disguising of the actual parties concerned. There is too much of a distanced view of 

the situation. It doesn’t advocate revolutionary action. It’s just a message. For 

instance, the last song says, ‘Our country is being destroyed by violence. People are 

being killed’. The message is not ‘overthrow the government but ‘don’t do it 

anymore’. It’s more like a pacifist message. And hence the title points towards going 

back to the country prior to colonization, to the tribal thing. That becomes part of the 

cycle too. 

KC : Yes, they go back at the end. Probably the reason is that most of the writing in 

Africa tends to paint a glorious and romantic picture of the time before colonialism. 
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And maybe that’s why they go back to it in order to say, ‘This is the kind of peace 

that we would like to have’. 

PS : What it does by implication, very oblique, is that all the violence has come from 

colonialism. Without the colonialism we would have peace. After colonialism, the 

first thing we get is the white man, and then we get the political parties, the 

revolutions and all this violence. And then the message, ‘Boys and girls don’t 

commit violence’. And the final message is without violence we will be back to 

where we were, leading a productive life. Aesthetically, it makes a circle. 

KC : Another circle. 

PS : Yeah, because you go back. There is a sense of completion there.  

KC : The aesthetic circle, I like this term. It also implicates the postcolonial African 

leadership. 

PS : Oh yes, there is definitely a message there. To the postcolonial leadership, by 

implication it’s saying, ‘Your job is to take us from where we are now, which is 

violence, into a new world, where we can have a repeat of the peace but it will be a 

new world. It will be like a circle rather than a repeat. It’s like a spiral rather than a 

circle. It will be moving forward. But your job is to take us back to peace so that we 

can lead productive life as we were but this time with the development that has come 

from technology, communications and so on’. But the work is unfinished. 

KC : Yes.  

PS : The other thing that intrigued me about it is that the whole piece is quite painful 

to watch, very, very serious indeed. 

KC : You mean the images. 

PS :  The images and all of that. But I was very aware that there was a lot of humour 

laced through it. But a lot of that humour was very domestic and ordinary. I put a 

note here about the ordinariness of heroism. You remember the part about the 

chickens for the guerillas (i.e. Mai Rameki had cooked the chickens for the 

guerillas)? The guerillas are coming to the village for food. (The husband asks about 

the ‘goblins’) 

KC : You mean a kind of domestic heroism? 

PS : It was interesting that all of that was set in this kind of domestic setting which 

was so ordinary. And I think the idea is that there is a strong value placed on 

simplicity as a positive value. The ordinariness and simplicity of that domestic 

situation, the domestic relationship, the domestic humour, is simple. That’s the tribal 
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stuff. That doesn’t change. That stays right through. All the time we’ve got (the 

impression that) these are ordinary people, they are simple people. They have simple 

needs. The reason that they are in these extreme situations is not because they have 

put themselves there. They are put there by others. But the heroism comes from this 

simplicity. Does that make sense? 

KC : Yes, it does. 

PS :  I’ve seen the ordinariness of heroism in revolutions. The other thing I was 

going to raise is … is this a video or what? 

KC : I think it was first made as a video and then turned into a film by the sponsors. 

PS : Aha, that makes things clear I think. It was first a video, then a film. Then, 

umm, was it ever a stage piece? 

KC : Yeah, because I’ve got the script but it is written in the indigenous language, 

Shona (with some bit of Ndebele), and it is written as a kind of stage play. 

PS : Oh, so we’ve got three versions, first it was stage play, then the video and the 

film.  

KC : Yes. But mainly this University Theatre, I remember they were going out 

during the election period (that was before I first came to Brisbane in July 2001) to 

stage it in the rural villages of Zimbabwe. In other words, it was like taking theatre to 

the people.   

PS : So it was done as theatre, not as film. 

KC : Originally, it was done as theatre. 

PS : Now, that raises a hell lot of other things. When it’s done as a video, you can 

hardly interact with the audience. But in a theatre piece, all the celebratory stuff, to 

what extent were the actors interacting with the audiences in the performances? It 

seems to me, you may have seen this at some point, well now I’m just asking 

questions. 

KC : No, they are very interesting questions because when I went for research (in 

July  2002) they had already done this work. They had already prepared the script 

and the video, so I was not able to see the group in action in the villages. 

PS : I think the question is to what extent the audience were really engaged in the 

action? For example, were they seated all the time or did they stand or did they 

actually engage in some of the dancing? 
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KC : Maybe part of the answer is that when I interviewed one of the directors who is 

a lecturer at the University of Zimbabwe, he did say that they did involve some of the 

villagers in the action. 

PS : Right, so that they would perhaps be in one of those performances where they 

are part of the celebratory circle. You remember we talked about the violence circle? 

There is also a celebratory circle. Every time somebody wins, there is a celebration. 

Now, each celebration has its own cyclic story being told again and again. Each time 

there is a new story, there is a dance and a celebration so that the celebrations are 

part of the cyclic structure. Your comment was there is too much celebration in 

African performance. 

KC : Yes, I said that. 

PS : Now, what I’m wondering is, you can’t have too much of anything in 

performance because performance is ruthless in the way it weeds stuff out. If it 

doesn’t work, it believes it’s toxic, it can’t keep it. So it must serve a purpose even if 

it seems to be just singing and dancing. That singing and dancing must serve a very 

important, very significant purpose in the structure of the event when it happens. It 

seems out of balance in the video, to you and me. My conclusion is that it’s not out 

of balance in that culture. Now it’s obvious that in the video they have edited back a 

lot of that celebration because that would have run on and on and on. Now, what I’m 

interested in is what happened during the public performances? There are a number 

of scenes which fade. 

KC : Yes, quite a number of them. 

PS : Each one is an image on its own. It would be interesting to take the songs one at 

a time. Let’s do it quickly.  

KC : Maybe the point is that each song is an introduction of what is to follow, don’t 

you think so? 

PS : Or, it’s … 

KC : Or, a summary of it has already been presented .  

PS : Yes, yes, but the form is the same. And the dance is at the centre of each of 

these songs.  

KC : Yes, song and dance. 

PS : Let’s see what the songs are : 

(1) Take your hoes and plough (Kusarima 

woye) . 
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(2) We’ll take up arms (Rume rinogara virimira 

vamwe)  

(3) When problems multiply (Kana nhamo 

dzikawanda) 

(4) Let’s celebrate the war (Hondo, hiye hiye 

tazofara) 

(5) Guerillas will kill you (Chenjera chenjera!) 

(6) We fought hard for independence 

(Taimhanya takabate sabhu) 

 (7) We will follow you, our father) (Ubaba 

wethu, somlandela) 

(8) Nyika yedu yauraiwa nemhirizhonga 

(Violence has destroyed our country) 

(9) Take your hoes and plough (Kusarima 

woye)  

 

DAY THREE  :  19 May 2004 

The following notes were selected from audiotape recordings of Paul Stevenson’s 

comments which he was making as we were watching a video version of the play 

Vana Vana (Children are Children) : 

 

(i) Scene 8 : ‘In the Streets’ 

Children are dancing very strongly to the drums. We are watching street kids 

doing a mime. Quite aggressive. Dancers depict traffic and people on the move. 

More drumming. A car stops and the driver opens the door for his wife to get out. 

The couple give the street kids (Sekai) some money to look after their car. This 

reflects the current intimidation of motorists by the street kids in Harare. 

 

The other street kids chase Sekai wanting their share of the money. Surprisingly 

Sekai refuses quite aggressively and threatens to beat the others up! She now has 

developed her own sense of power and belongs to the streets now. She is no 

longer an innocent child but an intimidating – even dangerous woman. She fights 

them and wins. She is pleased and applauds herself. 
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Now she (Sekai) approaches a woman speaking on a mobile telephone and begs 

for money (kneeling). “Can I have five cents – or even ten cents?” The woman 

ignores Sekai, so Sekai snatches the mobile phone and runs off. The woman 

screams, “My phone! My phone!” Even the audience now admire her tricks. 

They are on Sekai’s side. They favour the underdog and are happy to see 

someone they regard as ‘bourgeois’ taken down in status. Sekai even boasts in 

English. She is speaking the language of power, the language of independence 

and the language of dominance. Her stage presence has changed too. She stands 

more erect and makes direct eye contact with the audience. The audience 

continues to laugh and applaud enthusiastically. They have identified with Sekai 

as a heroine. 

 

(ii) Scene 9  :  ‘ In the Army’ 

Those soldiers in camouflage fatigues are seated at a table with grim stern faces. 

They are army officers. The army commander announces the purpose of the 

meeting. She speaks in English. They are debating about recruiting street kids as 

child soldiers into the army. The first officer, Brigadier Pondai, says : 

I would like to remind Colonel Muchapera that this is a very delicate 

issue. The future of our government is at stake. The child soldiers are 

not going to be posted in the battlefront. We shall use them as 

collaborators only. We shall teach them how to plant landmines 

around the country. Remember we want to protect the sovereignty of 

our government.   

       The army commander agrees saying : 

Yes! Children can be useful here. They can be more dangerous to the 

enemy. The end justifies the means! Let’s recruit these child soldiers 

now! 

       The audience applauds here. They are applauding the actor’s performance of this 

rousing speech. I suspect that underneath they are feeling guilty at their applause. 

They obviously disagree strongly about the ideas the actor has expressed but they are 

delighted by the girl’s presentation. Here the aesthetic layers are pulling in opposite 

directions. The deep irony is that these kids have got this audience of adults to 

applaud a child advocating (in play) the recruitment of child soldiers. This is an 
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excellent example of Vygotsky’s ‘dual affect’. All of this is the product of play’s 

ambiguity. 

 

(iii) Scene 11  :  ‘Back in the Streets’ 

The former child soldiers are back in the streets. But now they are playing volleyball 

(something the war had denied them). There is energetic dancing in which the war is 

mimed. The rhythms are strong, patriotic and evocative and the audience joins in. 

We now see that one of these ‘joyful’ dancers is Sekai. The children become more 

and more animated, dancing and celebrating. Sekai finally addresses the audience. 
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APPENDIX 4 

Chiwome Interview 
[selected extracts]  

 

Interviewee : Emmanuel Mudhliwa Chiwome  

Current Position : Professor of African Languages and Literature, University of 

Zimbabwe. 

Other Achievements  :  novelist, poet and cultural activist, 

Date : 1 October 2002 

Place : University of Zimbabwe, Harare 

 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) : How would you describe the term ‘oral aesthetic’, or 

better still, orality, especially within a cultural performance context? 

Emmanuel Mudhliwa Chiwome (EMC) : Maybe I would go for orality before 

aesthetic. It’s not much more solid or concrete. I seem to look at orality in a much 

more dialectical form. Orality is a mode of communication, very unique mode of 

communication, verbal, spoken or recited in most cases, but definitely not the written 

and definitely not the printed. We are also looking at language being a primary form 

of communication. By primary I mean that which is indigenous, which you find in 

any society, traditional or modern. 

KC : Not yet adulterated by print, writing and whatever. 

EMC : In fact it is those that are still indigenous in terms of communication that have 

stable cultures or that are still fairly authentic. And that type of communication 

predates other forms of communication like print or electronic technology - the 

television, the radio, the book, the newspaper and so on. These are latter day 

developments and they tend to be limited in terms of circulation to people who can 

access them. The access is not as open as the oral. Orality is everybody’s province. 

In traditional cultures it is the springboard, the foundation of effective 

communication. By communication I mean social interaction in all activities that are 

considered vital. If we want to organise ourselves how do we do it? What is there in 

oral aesthetics that we can exploit or use in order to be effective in mobilising each 

other for a form of action? That I think becomes then the aesthetics. Aesthetics is the 
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art form in orality. You have to understand orality as something unique rather than as 

second to anything else. 

KC : So it’s actually the springboard to everything else? 

EMC : It’s complete. It’s not second to anything. You can’t do without it because 

how would you communicate? I can’t imagine people communicating without it. Of 

course there are other media that facilitate orality like the snuff, the beer pot and 

things like that but all these just facilitate orality. They make it flow through 

dramatic expression and so forth. Then you can express meaning about different 

topics, about common concerns, wishes, hopes, frustrations, ambitions and so on. But 

when it’s said and done, orality cannot (only) be understood indirectly through the 

reported word. It has to be understood as a dynamic way of looking at reality, of 

interacting with social reality and other realities. 

KC : Reality in its different facets, whether spiritual, political or whatever. 

EMC : Orality can also be defined as speech or oratory. But oratory may sound too 

modest. The importance of speech (or utterance) in society is the hallmark of orality, 

it’s appropriateness, knowing the right things to say or do. 

KC : No orality, no speech (laughter) 

EMC : No speech. It’s governed by rules that are part of the culture and that are part 

of the social organisation. When you are speaking, how do you speak? Who is 

speaking and what are the answers? 

KC : So, the aesthetics are the how of the orality?  

EMC : Exactly. It’s the how and the ultimate gratification. Why do people 

communicate in this manner? What is the social function? In other words the 

aesthetic has a social foundation. It’s a social necessity to have certain types of 

aesthetics. When you have a feeling for certain things to happen, when someone tries 

to cure or heal a patient, there are songs for that purpose. And the song is an integral 

part of the healing process. The (healer) cannot get into the mood, whether its trance, 

possession or whatever, without the song. 

KC : The song brings everything. 

EMC : The song creates the atmosphere for divination, for healing, for going to war, 

for bringing rain and so on. 

KC : Thank you for that. 
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EMC : Orality is so vital. It’s not a pastime. It’s the medium for whatever people 

(want to) do. You can’t be silent when you are doing something. Even when you are 

working, you have to sing. 

KC : Right. Thank you. I’m happy to hear that, especially how you look at the 

‘aesthetic’ part of ‘orality’, the how and its social function. Now to my second 

question, I know you have written a lot on indigenous knowledge systems, I wanted 

to hear your view of where indigenous oral performances would come into that 

context. Within the context of indigenous knowledge systems, where would you 

place orality? 

EMC : I think it’s right there at the centre because it’s still crucial. It’s the archives 

of knowledge and skills. But it’s much more dynamic than a museum. It represents 

living knowledge. All knowledge is stored in and through oral aesthetics. If you 

remember your songs, if you remember your folktales, if you remember your legends 

and myths, then you have got your history, you have got your science, you have got 

your technology, you have got everything right there. Technology refers to your 

economy, your mode of production. You can relate the song to the production, to 

how people sing in order to be more productive. When people stop singing, the 

production inversely falls. 

KC : (laughter) Like at the nhimbe (communal work party) 

EMC : You hear people like the foreman in commercial farms saying, ‘You are 

wasting energy by singing. Shut up! Just work (silently) so that your energy is 

focused on the actual physical labour’. He stops them, shuts them up and the actual 

production drops. The song is part of the production. You have to understand the 

economics behind, how people harmonise their efforts through common song. If you 

want to thresh the grain, you have to sing to keep the body and mind happy. It 

reduces the pain of labour. 

KC : So orality is like an energizer, part of the technology of production. 

EMC : Yes, it’s part of the technology. How would you work without the song? How 

would you wield the field? 

KC : In other words, their concentration is not so much on the burden of work but on 

the work-turned-entertainment, the work as play.  

EMC : Actually in your case, in the area of performance and drama, if you think of 

jakwara (communal threshing party), there is a lot of improvisation. People create 
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things that allow them to tickle their minds. But when you are through in that 

context, then you sober up and begin to speak a different language. 

KC : So the jakwara becomes a kind of lubricant to work. 

EMC : Oh yeah, someone might just go there for the song, less to do with the work. 

KC : Thanks. For my third question, I’m now trying to drag you into development. 

Do you think these oral performances play a significant role in communicating 

development? By ‘development’ here I mean something that has to do with bettering 

the human condition, making it better than what it is, and I’m looking at 

development from an African perspective. Do you think our oral aesthetics can help 

us in communicating development messages relating to HIV/AIDS, for example? 

EMC : Eh, I think you have defined development well for me. I was going to say 

development from which point of view, and you defined it from an African point of 

view. If you are processing ideas about improving particular communities, then the 

aesthetics have to be indigenous. You will have to use the strategies of 

communication that they already know so that you can reach their minds and hearts. 

These aesthetics, like the song, resonate with meaning in the way they are made.  

Maybe they won’t worry about the words for a start, but they will readily respond, 

and eventually they will carry the message. So if development can be generated from 

within, for the sake of the people, the aesthetics will naturally arise from the people. 

There might be problems of adaptation, of bringing in new things to fit into the stable 

(or existing situation). If you can get into the African performance aesthetic, the 

symbols, the motifs, the chorus and the antiphonal responses (or call-and-response) 

which is African, some one calls and the others respond, all this can be integrated in 

development art. It can be used to carry messages about anything. But development 

art in its broad sense has always created problems. Where development has been 

modernised, there has been no link with the past, with the aesthetics of African 

folklore, because modernisation tends to imply breaking with the past, getting into 

new things.  

KC : Yes, the modernity syndrome. 

EMC : But if you are talking about true development, it’s underlined by continuity, 

by sustained effort from one level of progress to the next. And it has to be 

sustainable, it has to carry on. 

KC : And it can’t be sustained if it’s imported. 
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EMC : If it’s imported, then it breaks with the past and may not be easy to sustain. In 

order for it to sell, people must feel it is theirs. In most cases it has to be genuinely 

theirs because sometimes development agencies bring in their own concept of 

development. They want to transform societies through new ways of doing things, 

new ways of looking at things. They have their own view of what the community 

should be. 

KC : They have their own ‘imagined communities’. 

EMC : It could be. They have the community that is mainly in their heads as opposed 

to the community that is out there. 

KC : So they end up with white elephant projects. 

EMC : And there are many of them. 

KC : There are too many. 

EMC : So if it’s development, these are the major characteristics - coming from 

within, using strategies from within, modified from time to time to carry new 

messages. That’s how societies develop when new knowledge is fitted into existing 

structures, then you can modify them (structures) so that they can become the vehicle 

for processing new knowledge. 

KC : Thanks, I like that. Umm, I also wanted your comment on the current art 

situation. Do you think community theatre groups are an alternative approach to the 

kind of development that we have been talking about. You might have seen one or 

two community theatre groups that have mushroomed everywhere. Do you see any 

value in them as an alternative way to development? 

EMC: I do but my problem with community theatre is I don’t know it’s historical 

origins. It seems to arise in this country after Independence, from the desire to get to 

the people. The realization being that you have to make people do things for 

themselves rather than stage performance for them, when they are passive. You work 

from within the community. I don’t know much about community theatre. 

KC : They are saying it emerged from the pungwe concept during the war. 

EMC : Aha, if that’s the case then it means the theatre is from within the community. 

You no longer take it to the proscenium arch where art has been separated from real 

life. So community theatre tries to integrate the theatre and the community. You have 

to understand that community to produce the theatre. 

KC : To make it part of life, part of living. 
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EMC : To make it theirs. Your actors come from the community and they act out 

whatever the community thinks should be acted out. Although, of course, community 

theatre can also be used, like other aspects of culture, to either introduce new ideas 

which may not necessarily promote the community in question, or ideas that are 

intended to (positively) change the way people see themselves and the situation. 

KC : Maybe to also challenge them to think in certain new ways. 

EMC : Yes, and not always to their advantage. It’s a very dynamic art. It can be used 

against the very people who perform it. 

KC : Yes, yes, and a good example is in politics. It can be used in a way, which 

actually exploits the community itself. 

EMC : Now, this is the situation where the community might be part of a larger 

society whose values straddle the community. The values may come from outside 

and get imposed on this microcosmic society. The people behind community theatre 

might be outsiders in terms of vision but they use the local language idioms to carry 

foreign ideas so that they can be accepted. 

KC : Yes, it’s the ‘outsider’ approach. 

EMC : I mean it’s a very powerful tool, that’s why it can be abused. I mean abused 

in the sense that sometimes it can be used to exploit the situation. 

KC : Yeah, it can be twisted a lot actually. 

EMC : But that’s the nature of dynamic art. You can’t restrict it to anything. Those 

that use it for themselves use it well. But when you use it for intervention, as a 

strategy to intervene into the way people have been living their lives, you want to 

twist it a little bit so that they can see what is believed to be the trend or the 

fashionable. Then you find the theatre being used to carry foreign ideas, the 

usefulness of whose ideas is always subject to debate.  
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APPENDIX 5 

Dhlamini Interview 
[selected extracts] 

Interviewee : Ethel Dhlamini-Maqeda 

Current Position : Lecturer in Dance, Department of Theatre Arts, University of 

Zimbabwe. 

Date : 15 February 2003 

Place : University of Zimbabwe, Harare 

 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) : What is/are your area(s) of specialisation at the 

University of Zimbabwe? 

Ethel Dhlamini (ED) : My area of specialisation is dance. We mainly teach African 

dance. In the first year we concentrate on Zimbabwean dance, then in the second and 

third years we go to other African dances. We also have dance composition where 

we try to help students create their own dances out of what they will have learnt from 

the Zimbabwean and other African dances. 

KC : So they do come up with their own dances? 

ED : Yes. 

KC : Oh, that’s good. Then from that perspective, what do you see as the importance 

of dance in African culture and society? 

ED : Dance has always been central to African life. You have been doing this 

research on TfD. I’m sure you have seen that wherever there is a play there is dance. 

Because dance is captivating, the music that goes with it is informative and 

interesting, and people can relate to it. 

KC : Would you say that, by itself, dance is a kind of language? Does it speak to the 

people who are doing it and watching it? 

ED : Well, it certainly does because dance grows out of the daily lives of the people. 

They just don’t come up with movements out of the blue. The movements come from 

their daily lives. Being a Ndebele person myself, when I’m watching a dance, I can 

understand that that dance came from such and such (an aspect of life). For instance, 

when I’m watching the idhlamu (dance), I can see the (Ndebele) warriors, I can 

relate to my history, and I can understand what they are doing. 
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KC : In other words, each type of dance is actually constructed and created out of a 

certain event. 

ED : Out of a certain experience, that’s right. They just don’t come from nowhere. 

Sometimes the people look at their environment, the animals they have, how they 

relate to them, and the vegetation they have, how they relate to nature, and then come 

up with movements. 

KC : Oh, that’s interesting. In that case, if we go to community-based theatre, I know 

you have been to Zvishavane, Bikita and other places with this kind of community 

theatre work although, maybe, as university travelling theatre. Would you say dance 

was part of your communicative tool during that experience? 

ED : Yes, we did. You see, in the African context, once you start talking about 

dance, you talk about music as well. They go together. When we were doing the 

research and we were talking to the participants to find out what they want us to 

include in the final product, they kept telling us that, ‘You can’t leave this song! You 

can’t leave this dance!’ You know, when they say that, the song goes with the 

dancing. So, when they say don’t leave it out, let’s say it’s a chimurenga (armed 

revolutionary war) song, you have to know that a chimurenga song goes with the 

kongonya (warrior) dance.  

KC : And did you dance the kongonya? 

ED :Yes, we used it a lot because you find that dance is spectacular and more lively. 

People in the rural areas and even here in town don’t want to watch these long 

dialogue plays. You can’t take a Shakespeare play to them. They want something 

lively, something with dance, something with music. That’s how you captivate them, 

that’s how you get their attention.   

KC : Right. You mentioned something interesting,  that during your research (stage) 

people kept saying, ‘You can’t leave this song. You can’t leave this dance’. In other 

words, are you suggesting that you were creating the play together with those 

people? 

ED : Yes. Ideally, when you are working on a community theatre project, especially 

for development purposes, the community should be part of every step, including 

creating the play, even acting in the play. In some instances, like in the one on 

political violence that we did, it was not possible because the communities were in 

hiding. So we couldn’t get them. We couldn’t make them act in the play because we 

were going to tour with them. 
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KC : Why? 

ED : Some people (government agents) were after them, so we couldn’t expose them 

to that (political) danger. But in the Zvishavane experience, it was actually young 

men and young women of that community who were creating the play with the help 

of two members from the university as facilitators. So it was people from that 

community who were creating the play, acting in the play and touring with it. 

KC : I see. 

ED : So ideas should come from the community because they are the ones who 

understand their needs, who understand their problems and who understand the best 

way to communicate to each other because we are from Harare and trying to 

communicate with them. 

KC : So you are saying in the end, they are the ones who acted? 

ED : Yes, they are the ones who were acting. 

KC : Did you have any university (students as) actors? 

ED : No. 

KC : Oh, that’s interesting. Is this the one I have a video on? 

ED : No, I don’t think you have a video on that one. The project was for Care 

International (NGO). 

KC : That’s a great loss. But do you have a script on it? 

ED : There was a script. 

KC : Okay. Thank you for that one, at least on the ‘process’ part of it. I’m very 

interested in knowing the process that led to the final performance because, as you 

say, it looks like the aesthetics of dance, song and music were part of the process of 

creating the play. 

ED : Yes. Yes. 
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Interviewee : Ekata Isibor 

Current Position : Lecturer in Choreography, Department of 

Theatre Arts, University of Zimbabwe.  

Date : 22 October 2002 

Place : University of Zimbabwe, Harare 

 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) : My first question to you is on what dance is, especially in 

an African context? 

Ekata Isibor (EI) : Dance is an art form which the African, since primordial times, 

used in communicating his findings, his emotions, his feelings to each other and to 

the forefathers, to express everything that he could want as a human being. When 

they (forefathers) went hunting, for example, the only way they could communicate 

to the family what they saw in the forest was through dance. In African society we 

express everything that we do, whether it’s a funeral, whether it’s hunting, we 

celebrate the powers of that person. So what our forefathers did was, instead of 

simply narrating the story of the hunting, they had to demonstrate what happened in 

the forest. If it were about a bird, the father would communicate to everybody 

present how the bird opened its wings, flew away and perched on another tree. Then 

if it were an antelope, the father would imitate it through dance. The dance was an 

act that brought out the joy, a means of bringing out the inner emotions, the only way 

of speaking by means of the body. In everything that we do in Africa, we dance 

everything. You see, because if you are sad or happy, you sing a song. The 

movement that accompanies the song goes according to the mood, the feelings and 

emotions of that particular moment. When the hunter or the farmer sings and dances, 

he is saying, ‘Everybody come out! It is the hunter or the farmer who provides food 

for the nation. I have brought food home.’ 

KC : And it’s always accompanied by dance. 

EI : Yes, and each dance has it’s own expressive way of communication. 

KC : Thank you for the answer to that question. Would you then say dance is part of 

oral aesthetics? I’m more interested in the oral aesthetic aspect of it. 

 - A46 - 



EI : It’s like storytelling. When you are going to tell the story, you use voice. Dance 

is even more of an oral thing because the body itself is saying something. You can 

use the body and facial expression to talk. When the face is not happy, you will know 

from dance. You can tell that this is a solemn occasion. So dance is a component of 

oral performance, it’s an oral aesthetic. I often refer to it as an oral physical 

performance in which you express yourself using the body rather than words. 

KC : So it’s like a ‘bodily talk’. 

EI : Yes, it’s a bodily way of saying something. 

KC : I know you have been researching on Zimbabwean dance. Within the 

Zimbabwean context, what would you say are the functions of dance in 

communication? 

EI : Well, the Zimbabwean context is not different from the African context. I say 

this because from the research I have carried out, you find that in rituals, dance is the 

means through which we communicate our thoughts to the ancestors. Dance 

functions to awaken the ancestors. That’s why you find that people are weeping to 

the ancestors as they dance. They are saying to the ancestors, ‘Come out and hear our 

cry. Listen to our voice. We are supplicating. We are calling you to awaken.’ But 

before the ancestors awake, they have to establish who is there. There should be a 

physical relationship between the dead and the living. That’s why in the Zimbabwean 

context, ‘white’ represents the living while ‘black’ represents the dead. Now through 

dance, they are able to wake up the ancestors. They communicate through their 

dancing. The moment an ancestor hears his totemic drums, he wakes up. Through the 

music and the dance, he now comes into someone within them. As spirit medium, the 

ancestor can now listen to the people. The moment the medium goes into possession, 

it is the dance that enables the ancestors to wake up. So dance functions as a means 

of communication. The living communicate with the ancestors by calling upon the 

ancestors saying, ‘We are here for you.’ Even at funerals, we also show solidarity 

with the dead. We are celebrating not the death; we are celebrating his prowess, as if 

he were still in this world. 

KC : Maybe, accompanying the spirit of the deceased to the ancestors. 

EI : And telling the ancestors, ‘We are still together. Don’t forget us.’ You see that’s 

the culture. In Africa we celebrate everything that we do. And there is a purpose or a 

function for which we are using the dance, maybe to show solidarity, hardship or joy. 

 - A47 - 



We are communicating with the ancestors. That is the main purpose of the dance in 

our rituals. 

KC : If we can extend that functional aspect, I have seen many theatre performances 

with a lot of dance. How would you link up dance with theatre? 

EI : First of all, you have to know what is theatre? If you know theatre, you know 

dance because dance is also a form of theatre. Theatre is acting out something. And 

what do you do with it? You are acting out something, so dance is part of theatre. 

You are acting out your joys; you are acting out everything. Let’s take jerusarema 

(courtship) dance, for instance, you are acting out how the selection of marriage 

partners is carried out in Zimbabwe. The Murehwa people are so much into 

jerusarema as coined during the colonial period. You know that there is a myth about 

the mouse. That dance is an imitation of what the mouse does in it’s family. How it 

digs up to provide for the family. When they dance jerusarema, the Murehwa  people 

are celebrating fertility between man and woman.  The hip shaking and twisting of 

the woman is to tell the man, ‘I’m capable of bearing your children. Take me as your 

wife and you have no regrets. And the man is saying, like in an African context the 

man should be able to protect his family, whether in hardship or in joy. So he is 

saying, ‘This is my strength. I can protect my household.’ That is all women are 

looking for, you see. If you take the mbakumba (harvest) dance, the people are 

showing how to sow, how to harvest and how to thresh millet. You see, so when you 

look at the dances, you find that they are theatre. They are saying something. If you 

look at the chidzimba (hunting) dance, you find that they first gallop like antelopes. 

They are imitating either how they will kill the animal or how to kill the animal. If 

you look at the muchongoyo (warrior) dance, you find that there is a point where they 

do an acrobatic display. They carry each other as if they are climbing. They will be 

imitating how they can climb the tree during battle, reach the top of the tree and 

attack the enemy who didn’t know that they are up there. So the muchongoyo 

movement itself is saying something. It is theatre. It’s an imitation of something. So 

dance says it all. If you ask me, not because I’m a dancer or choreographer, I believe 

you can communicate better using dance than using drama. 

KC : In any case when you talk about life … 

EI : You say life is drama but as far as I’m concerned it’s dance. You don’t have to 

say anything; you can actually communicate with your body. 
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Kamlongera Interview 
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Interviewee : Christopher Kamlongera 

Current Position : Director, Centre for Communication for Development (CCD) 

under the Southern African Development Commission (SADC) 

Other Achievements  :  theatre practitioner, academic and technocrat. 

Date : 12 September, 2002 

Place : Centre for Communication for Development, Harare. 

 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) : What do you see as the most effective model for 

communicating development in African communities? 

Christopher Kamlongera (CKam) :  I think we can spend the whole day responding 

to your first question. My answers are not definitive. I will look at your questions as 

points of departure on these issues. You see, in the area of TfD you can say that what 

has been successful here will be successful there. Each model comes out in terms of 

how it has been accepted, effected and reflected in the context in which it is applied. 

I want to stress context because perhaps when we talk about models of 

communication, we very often forget the importance of context. I want to believe 

that for the past 60 years, since the last World War (II), it was recognised that there 

was an imbalance in the way development was taking place in the world. For the 

world to do well … (interruption). By the way, I was talking about, eh … 

KC : You were talking about the world since World War II realising that 

development was not moving well, and you were just explaining. 

CKam : But vernacularly, before that happened, Christianity was built on trying to 

save us from sin, saving us from punishment for our sins. The emphasis was on (the 

idea that)  whatever was not Christian was heathen. You can understand how the 

missionary came to wean people from their heathen ways. Unfortunately that set a 

paradigm of looking down upon whatever is found on the African continent being 

regarded as not ideal. So even when colonialism came, the view was that these 

underdeveloped people are underdeveloped even in the way they look at their own 

life. The way they understand their own life is backward. So we must get them out of 

that world (into civilization). Even if it means getting them out of that world must 
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come from outside. So when you are talking about communication for development, 

the paradigm used came from that background. Nobody had time to look at what is 

on the ground, to add value to what already existed in order to achieve advancement. 

I want to believe that the fact that there have been people on the continent from time 

immemorial means that those people are capable of sustaining themselves. They are 

concerned about their livelihood, and therefore about sustaining and perpetuating 

themselves.  

… KC : What do you see as the role of folk media in Theatre for Development? 

CKam : Now, when you were talking about Theatre for Development (TfD), from 

nowhere, I tended to think, is it theatre-in-development or theatre-for-development? 

Theatre-in-Development is what you see being done at the moment in most cases. 

Many people think that creating a play about a development issue and showing it to 

the people is theatre-for-development. I don’t think that’s TfD because that’s 

basically a theatre piece that people from outside will just come out and watch. Now, 

who has created it? Who will act in it? What are the dialogical or interactional 

mechanisms that have been put in place? What shall people look for in that play? 

That basically is just a ‘quick fix’ solution. You have a performance running and 

moving from place to place. Then you say you have managed to teach people 

development within a short period of time. Those who have sponsored you will 

probably see or hear some people talking about it. But when you are doing 

communication for development, what are you looking at? Are you looking at 

advocating for something? Are you looking at the message level? Are you looking at 

changing attitudes? Are you looking at changing facts? Now, this is what people in 

health education want to look at things.  ‘We want to change these things,’ that’s 

what they say. But now people are talking about sustainability. How will people 

continue from there? How will people change their behaviour? Awareness by itself 

will not change people’s behaviour. Knowledge by itself will not change people’s 

behaviour. Attitude by itself will not change people’s behaviour. That’s where 

communication comes to play a role in behaviour change, as far as I am concerned. 

But how do you get there? You can get there when you work through the system that 

exists in the community, and not when you are coming from outside. How do we rate 

our children to be what they should be? We socialize them. The processes that we 

use to socialize our children are the processes that anybody working in TfD should 

really understand and work with as an ally or as a cue to getting into the community. 
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But it really takes time. You will not change people’s behaviour by simple programs. 

No. No. No. So if you go by the theatre itself, it means engaging the community in 

dialogue, organizing the community and learning together with the community to 

take action. Successful TfD goes that far, it engages the community into action. I 

think that’s the model I would go for, that’s the most effective model. How do you 

measure its success? If you were to carry out a survey, that will give you an 

indication of what level people are as regards awareness, knowledge, attitude and 

practices on that particular issue. Then when you know that, and having worked with 

these people, you can work out a communication system. You can go back after 6 

months, maybe 12 months, maybe 5 years. You go back and use the same 

instruments that you used at the beginning. If they are the same people you had at the 

beginning, the more people who are aware of that particular issue than they were at 

the beginning, the more successful your program. 

KC : Thank you, Prof., for sharing such invaluable information from your extensive 

practical experience in communication for development! 
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APPENDIX 8 

Maposa Interview 
Interviewee : Daniel Maposa 

Current Position : Director, Alternative Savanna Arts (popular theatre group) 

Other Achievements  :  mbira player, dancer, actor and theatre activist. 

Date : 8 October, 2002 

Place : United Nations Information Centre (UNIC), Harare 

 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) :  Could we begin with some bit of background about 

yourself  

Daniel Maphosa (DM) : I’m a self-trained mbira player and dancer. My theatre 

career started with Savanna Arts when I acted in the play, ‘Dog eat dog’ directed by 

Nicholas Mkaronda. I believe in a form of theatre that is relevant to the people, art 

that is linked with survival. When there were problems in Savanna Arts, I came up 

with Alternative Savanna Arts, the group to which I belong now. 

KC : I was very impressed when I saw the play, ‘Vana Vana’ (Children are Children) 

at the Book Fair recently. I was made to understand that you co-produced it with 

Tsitsi Dangarembwa. What type of process did you use to come up with this play on 

children’s rights? 

DM : We first identified two Harare schools that we thought were active in drama. 

These were Highfield No. 2 High School and Tendai Primary School. We made the 

children get involved in the making of the play while we acted as facilitators. We just 

briefed them on the issue of children’s rights. Then they went out to collect stories, 

observing how children were treated in the community and to find out from friends 

on the status of children. We then had feedback sessions with children to get their 

findings. The children took turns to chair the feedback sessions, both from the 

primary and secondary schools. The next step was to prioritise the pertinent issues 

after which they started script-writing. The children created the storyline, improvised 

the scenes with the guidance of facilitators. We also made them to participate in the 

casting. Tsitsi Dangarembwa edited the final script after children had come up with 

the draft script. During directing, I allowed children to give their own views while I 

offered the final comments. 
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KC : What is your view on the role of African children’s games, both traditional and 

modern? 

DM : I think they enable children to mix and play with others as a learning and 

empowering process. They transmit lessons to children. They make children learn to 

respect others’ views, to accommodate each other and to practise taking 

responsibility. If you want to transmit a message, start with what people know. If 

other children watch a play in which games like pada are incorporated, they easily 

get interested and motivated since they learn through what they know. 

KC : What do you see as the importance of using oral performances like dance and 

music in community theatre? 

DM : From a cultural point of view, dance and music are a national emblem, part and 

parcel of life. It will be unfair not to include dance and song. Children learn through 

enjoyment, e.g. the song, ‘Ihondo yakauraise vana’ (Children were destroyed by the 

war) in Vana Vana. In tense situations, light moments are created through music and 

dance, e.g. the varoora’s (daughters-in-law) role during funerals. Each dance 

contributes meaning to the play, e.g. the muchongoyo (warrior) dance will be 

relevant to portray the plight of children fighting in the war front. Each dance had a 

relationship to the play. 

KC : How do you see the future of children’s theatre in Zimbabwe? 

There is need to form a movement for children’s theatre. Communities are beginning 

to take interest in children's theatre like in Highfield township where parents are 

backing up drama clubs in schools. The parents’ interest was particularly aroused by 

the story of a local girl who had successfully acted in a local production. Schools 

also are inviting resource persons from the community to come and teach drama, 

dance and music.  Some school leavers are taking up acting careers in the film 

industry. Other youth have joined the advisory panel of the National Aids Council. 

KC : From your experience with community theatre, what has been its impact on the 

audience? 

DM : Each time we go to perform in schools as Alternative Savanna Arts, we ensure 

that we interact with teachers and pupils, allowing them to give their own input on 

the performance. We engage them on ‘in character’ and ‘out of character’ 

discussions. We sometimes come up with performances of prescribed texts so that 

the performance becomes a simplified version of the text. I think this helps to 

improve the pass rate.  
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KC : Thank you for the informative discussion.  
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APPENDIX 9 

McLaren Interview 
[selected extracts] 

Interviewee :  Robert McLaren (alias Robert Mshengu Kavanagh) 

Current Position  :  Co-Founder and Administrative Director, Children’s Performing 

Arts Workshop (CHIPAWO) 

Other Achievements  :  playwright, actor, theatre practitioner, cultural activist and 

academic.  

Date  :   22 February 2003 

Venue  :   Marlborough West Suburb, Harare. 

 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) : What do you find as the value of indigenous aesthetics 

like storytelling, dance, song, etc. in communicating development, like I saw recently 

in the play,  Dangerous Animal being performed by CHIPAWO at United States 

Agency for International Development (USaid)? 

Robert McLaren (RM) : I have never really questioned using them, I think, as an 

artist, throughout my own personal work in theatre. I have never considered it really 

in any other way all along. I have felt that if, as Southern Africans, we are going to 

make meaningful art for our audience, we have to ground it in the culture of our 

audience. So in terms of my own personal involvement in art, it was a choice. In 

terms of CHIPAWO, the reason that we founded CHIPAWO was that our children 

were not exploring, or not well versed, or not having a rich experience of that 

‘majority culture,’ which was their culture. Yeah, kind of peripherized, and being 

exposed to other cultural sources through television and other dominant cultures 

through the school education system where literature and performing are still in the 

dominant Shakespearean tradition or such kind of things. So the whole idea of 

CHIPAWO was that if children are fundamentally alienated from their personality, 

from their cultural history and identity, they as children grow up with a serious 

identity crisis. Their personalities are always vulnerable. So as children, as growing 

human beings, also as performers, the whole idea of CHIPAWO is to reintegrate the 

child’s cultural roots, their cultural history and also the dominant cultural forms in 

the region. I’m sure you have seen for yourself how many of our schools like Girls 

High and many of those schools actually specialise, their whole education is 
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orientated towards alienating the child from his or her culture. If you actually see 

their cultural expressions, for instance at Prize-giving, or when they are performing 

plays, the whole idea is to produce something which will ‘bamboozle’ the parents.  

KC : (laughter) Yes! To the point of denial, I mean of punishing them when they 

speak in Shona. I’ve seen that happening. 

RM : So that when they come, the whole idea is that if you produce them in this 

environment, the whole idea of education is to take them out of that environment and 

to transpose them into another alien and therefore better sort of environment. So I 

mean CHIPAWO is all about trying to address that problem. So right from the 

beginning once again there was no question that our raison d’etre was to guide 

children, to expose and to inspire them to learn and to express themselves. But then 

that is the art. But then the other side is the pedagogy and that its obvious that 

children will learn better and be more confident about what they are learning and 

perform better if they are using the vocabulary and a language of expression which is 

natural to them, something which they originally inhabit, like the use of Shona in 

performances. Anyway, that’s the basic principle of improvisation, the mother 

tongue, obviously with improvisation you have to fully get into the situation and into 

the character than to start thinking about how you will get into the situation.  

KC : (laughter) Exactly, and the creativity becomes more natural. Yeah, yeah. Oh 

thank you, thank you very much. I hope that I’m not flattering you when I say that on 

that level, from what I’ve seen personally, CHIPAWO is doing great things.  Well, 

I’ve had the opportunity of sitting down to analyse your plays, and during my 

analysis, my feeling was that these indigenous aesthetics can really make an effective 

play. 

RM : For an example, of doing that creatively in performance, is the use of what was 

originally the Nyau mask in the play on AIDS, if you look at what the Nyau mask 

has been used for over the years, it’s something which has its own cultural and 

religious context but it also has its own aesthetic and that aesthetic is able to be 

creatively and aesthetically extended and developed to the point that the mask itself 

changes. Its no longer the typical Nyau but you are now creating a play that is more 

children friendly. The first use we made of them was when we were doing a play on 

youth, and it was the challenges facing youth. I was able to use the entire body masks 

of the Nyau masquerade but transform its idiom so that they now clearly represented 

for young people the various challenges they face until you get to a situation where 
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the mask can now represent a ‘dangerous animal’, to represent AIDS itself. That’s an 

example of how you can take something with its roots. 

KC : Yes. Yes. 

RM : Just as the masquerade itself has developed. 

KC : I mean, from what I saw in the Dangerous Animal performance, the mask was 

able to capture the myth, the actual mythical danger that is associated with AIDS, 

you know, something that people have not yet come to comprehend. And that is 

basically how the Nyau mask is associated with that ritual myth. And it has been sort 

of adapted into a suitable idiom for AIDS. I liked it. I liked it. 

RM : Umm umm. 

Interruption. Stephen Chifunyise enters 

 RM : Hi Steve!  

Stephen Chifunyise (SC) : Hi. 

RM : Come and join us. 

KC : Hi uncle Steve. 

SC : Hi hi. 

RM : Oh, by the way, you’re welcome. All the questions he has been asking me if 

you were here, we could have doubled the issue. (laughter) 

KC : I have been pestering uncle Steve for quite a long time. And we had a nice 

interview at the Georges. 

RM ; So you have already met each other? 

KC : Yeah. 

RM : So I think eh, are there any more … ? 

KC : Right, eh .. umm .., yes. Thank you for the … 

RM : So, I think from that that indicates to you what I think about … 

KC : The kind of community … 

RM : The fantastic scope ... 

KC :  Yeah, I got it. 

RM : For me you have got to deconstruct performance. All the time we were 

working with them, like I was working with Steve, eh, we were telling the actors you 

are not an actor, you are a researcher, you are not an actor, you are a communicator. 

You have to deconstruct performance, you are using performance. They are actually 

actors and they are using performance but they mustn’t …, like we were telling the 

guys in the provinces, they think that your job is to go and do a performance and 
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when you have done that you go away. You have got to get a testimony. You use 

performance to get a dialogue, to get people talking. If you give only a performance 

and you go away, or you just have a discussion, we won’t pay you. (laughter) 

SC : These are actors who have gone into theatre-for-development or community 

theatre without any grounding in theory and the benefits of the reasons why. And 

when they have been there, they got some financial support to do some project. But 

they do the project in a manner that doesn’t do any service to the community at all. 

They will be just like going to the community … 

KC : It’s a dead end. 

RM : It’s a kind of ‘profession’ to them. 

SC : Then you take them out and you tell them that now you are a communicator not 

just a performer or stage actor. It takes them so much time to understand what that 

means. Because they want to be recognized with the ‘superstar’ attitude that has been 

given to them by the press, the ‘star’ roles they have been given. So even in the 

rehearsals when you try to tell them that the way you are acting is not ..,  the way you 

are acting will not do for this type of work. They can’t understand it. So it takes time, 

you spend much more time trying to explain … 

… KC : My last question is on CHIPAWO’s contribution. I would actually want to 

focus on CHIPAWO’s vision in TfD. I must say I have seen one or two of 

CHIPAWO’s performances on TfD like Dangerous Animal and Tsitsi. So what’s 

your vision in CHIPAWO, how are you going to extend your vision in TfD, bearing 

in mind the contested nature of the term TfD? 

RM : Very briefly, as you were saying that, I was saying to myself, oh my God, I 

haven’t got any clue on that. Because its not a kind of …, until you mentioned 

examples. I’m so trained to see TfD in the classic sense that TfD plays in 

development. I had not considered other kinds of TfD like we do. Well you have 

seen for yourself. We have just done a provisional strategic plan. And one of the 

things was to continue contributing to the struggle for social, truth in society, dealing 

with problems like social issues in society through advocacy, and also through 

special performances at festivals and so on. And that’s where, in terms of CHIPAWO 

TfD comes in. The other thing is, a lot of people call on us, be it on gender, AIDS, 

environment and whatever it is. They contract us to provide a service, and that 

service in terms of CHIPAWO has got two functions. One is income generation, part 

of the money goes to children for their educational allowance. But the other half 
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comes to CHIPAWO. Not much comes in but its something. But for us, that’s an 

aspect where we are contracted to perform. But of course we wouldn’t be contracted 

to perform things that we don’t agree with. Things that are not part of our vision, 

which is being a resource, making our organisation available through advocacy and 

through performances that tackle social issues. It’s like a contribution to the struggle 

in those development areas. But in terms of, lets now, let’s get back to TfD, what we 

have been talking about, participatory dialogue, etcetera, I think that the academy … 

SC : You can say even in the project that was run by AM Zimbabwe, when we 

brought in CHIPAWO children, they were better in dealing with TfD in a 

participatory way than other professional full time people because their training in 

CHIPAWO gives them a much broader base. It gives them the skill to be adaptive, to 

be sensitive to the needs of the community and the audience. So it was less of a 

problem to deal with CHIPAWO children than to deal with other people. You could 

say our vision is to continue with that pedagogy, that provision, that type of theatre 

person. When I worked with what we might call TfD per se, advocacy work, the 

graduates of CHIPAWO, in the two plays that we did, they were again very clear as 

artists who could be the backbone of advocacy TfD. Not only are they sensitive to 

the audience, they have gone through the type of acting that allows them to adjust. 

They can perform anywhere. So even the graduates that are coming from 

CHIPAWO, when they do advocacy work, they are much more sincere to it. They 

are much more amicable to the demands of communicating rather than being simply 

stars on the stage. Now if our pedagogy continues the way it is, we will be producing 

the type of theatre artist that anyone working in TfD would love to work with five 

years from now. 

RM : There are two plays we did outside CHIPAWO but using CHIPAWO 

graduates. One was on the roots of poverty, you just saw … 

KC : Yes, I saw that one called Vicious Vicious. 

SC : You saw it. 

RM : You saw part of it. 

KC : Yes, I saw half of it. 

RM : And then what was the other one again? 

SC : It’s called We Suffer Most. It’s on the problems of women. 

KC : Gender play? 

SC : Gender in the context of the whole legal system and other issues. 
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KC : Right. I haven’t seen that one. 

SC : Yeah. It was done once. 

KC : Do we have a video on it? 

SC : No, we don’t have a video. But there are two scripts that we are going to 

publish. We will get you a copy. They both touch on the legal aspects and sexual 

exploitation of the girl child. 

KC : I would love to see and analyse that one because I have researched on gender in 

my MPhil and academic writings. 

RM : I have a feeling that everything that happens in CHIPAWO, as Steve has been 

saying, it becomes crystalized and directed within the program itself. I think as we 

establish ourselves and expand, the whole question of, or just as we did at the 

University (of Zimbabwe) when we started (the Theatre Arts Department) we 

developed an instrumentalization of theatre course called ‘The Uses of Theatre’. 

Having done the Practical Drama course, what are the ways in which students can 

use drama? I can see the CHIPAWO Academy doing something like that. At the 

moment we are teaching them storytelling, drama, dance, improvisation, stagecraft, 

etcetera. We now have to get to very specific things to see the various uses of that. I 

think that’s where we will be able to give a formal training into, whether it will be 

Theatre for Community Action, whether it will be TfD, Theatre Communications, 

Theatre in Participatory Research and whatever. 

KC : Thank you. Maybe to give you my own view of CHIPAWO. You know that I 

have developed an interest in CHIPAWO. I see part of your developmental approach 

is focused on the child. I don’t know how I will be analysing that in the context of 

TfD. But you put the child at the centre, whether involved in the actual acting or not 

actually involved in acting. But at the end of the day, you are moulding a child who 

in the end will be able to get involved in development theatre. That’s why we call our 

work Art Education for Development. 
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APPENDIX 10 

Mhlanga Interview 
 

Interviewee : Cont Mhlanga 

Current Position : Founder and  Director, Amakhosi Theatre Productions (Company), 

Bulawayo. 

Other Achievements  :  Playwright, actor, theatre practitioner, cultural and 

development activist.  

Date : 26 November, 2002 

Place : Grand Palm Hotel, Gaborone, Botswana. 

 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) : Can we start with knowing about you, if you don’t mind, 

giving a brief background about yourself, your sources of inspiration and so on? 

Cont Mhlanga (CM) : No! No! No! Those are the kind of things I don’t talk about. 

You have to go to books and read about myself, my background and the history of 

Amakhosi. 

KC : Okay, I’m sorry. In fact I already have that pamphlet from which I think I will 

get one or two things. My first question is about the term Theatre for Community 

Action (TCA). Why do you prefer to use that term instead of Theatre for 

Development (TfD)? 

CM : I have problems with the term Theatre for Development because, for me, 

development sounds like a thing with a beginning and an end. Now when you apply 

that term to the situation in my village, it will be like something you can measure in 

time. I mean something that can be measured in quantitative terms. But with me, I’m 

looking in terms of a process that doesn’t stop. 

KC : An ongoing process. 

CM : Yeah, that’s right. I’m looking at theatre as an ongoing process, a part of 

everyday activity. 

KC : Which doesn’t end with ‘development’ theory, something that goes on and on. 

CM : Because people are always in action in many different ways. We are at 

breakfast now, so we are in action. When we are eating dinner or singing, for me we 

are in action. So, when I say for action, I mean everything that you do that has to do 

with the performing arts as a process of action. 
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KC : Thank you. Which makes development just one of the things that may result 

from the action. 

CM : Yeah, for me it’s something like that. It is the result of action. Everything is 

action. 

KC : Thank you. 

CM : I also have a little bit of problem with the term, ‘Community Theatre,’ ending 

there. Because once you refer to it as community theatre, even a bunch of thugs in a 

township are a community, even a high class people are a community, politicians 

alone are a community. 

KC : So you mean a community is something fluid and slippery. 

CM : It can be applied anywhere. 

KC : (laughter) Even to people who have nothing to do with theatre. 

CM : A bunch of businessmen who are practically exploiting everybody are a 

community. So when you say community theatre, you have got to be specific about 

which community. 

KC : Thank you. I also wanted to hear your opinion about why these development 

agencies or NGO’s have now turned to using theatre than other media? 

KC : Actually, very few use TCA. 

KC : Yes, I’m aware of that. 

CM : But many use theatre, which is why I am inspired to work on a methodology 

that will make the use of theatre more friendly, more effective, more focused and 

more permanent in everyday life. Look at the way they have used theatre, that’s bad 

you know, making it like a tool that delivers messages and leaves the people behind. 

And noone cares to make it a part of the process of communication. I strongly 

believe that a people’s first media is their folk media. Everything else comes out 

from there because folk media is created from everyday action. So that means 

communication number one is something that you do everyday. 

KC : Something that is with you everywhere. You don’t have to invent it. It’s your 

nature. 

CM : By inventing something else you have invented culture. You have invented a 

way of doing things. So that means if you were going to talk development, if you talk 

progress or about mobilising, you know that that which people do everyday is there. 

It’s part of the action, of everything I have. And then you discover that theatre is not 
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only a performing art but it’s part of action. Everybody thinks of theatre in a Western 

sense. 

KC : You mean, something to show in the halls and the … 

CM : No! No! No! That theatre is drama or something like that. In it there is no 

music, no dance. African theatre is not like that. African theatre is a mixed pot of all 

different things. You see theatre in everything. Everything is there. 

KC : Like storytelling, masquerade … 

CM: Everything is theatre, even the drums. You can use drums to say a piece of 

dialogue like, ‘How are you?’ and you continue from there. 

KC : (laughter) That’s a language of drums. Okay, yesterday we were discussing the 

term ‘action learning’, I wanted to hear what exactly did you mean? 

CM : For me, the development of the TCA approach is a result of action learning and 

action training. 

KC : You mean the doing, with emphasis on the doing? 

CM : That’s the thing. Now, when you do, you are learning. Let’s say you are 

shaping a clay pot. If you hold it, and the clay tells you that it’s falling off, you know 

that you have to add some bit of water. Everything that you are doing and feeling sort 

of becomes your teacher. 

KC : If you go on in that form, then it unfolds. 

CM : Yes, so you learn. But there is a time that you say, ‘But why is that clay falling 

off?’ Then you know you need to shape it that way, to understand why it’s happening 

like this. Then that’s when you bring in your academic knowledge into what you are 

doing. But most of our education, for me, begins and ends with ‘academic’ and ends 

with ‘academic’. You should move to another environment where you apply it. 

Sometimes it will be totally different from what you had grasped academically. 

KC : So when you apply it to the theatre, you mean as you do the performing, that’s 

how you learn, you can’t simply talk about the performance? 

CM : First of all, you have to be very conscious, that, ‘No, I have done so much, and 

I have learnt from the feeling. You now have to stop and say now let me train so that 

I can be better, I can be efficient,’ you know. So you are now fitting what you have 

learnt into a bigger economic system. You need to train how to move that product so 

that it can be there in time. 

KC : I think I’m now clear about what you mean. Effective learning can only take 

place together with action, the ‘doing’ is the thing. 
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CM : That’s why I say theatre-for-action because the principle is based on the 

‘doing’. If you are not doing, don’t even talk about it. It’s none of your business 

because you are not doing it. Let those that are doing it talk about it. You can only 

learn and theorise about it because you are doing it. 

KC : Okay, thanks. Let me now take you to the current Integrated Regional 

Development Program (IRDP) that Amakhosi is doing. What is actually your role 

and vision for the IRDP? 

CM : You have got to understand my vision in the arts. I started working in the arts 

in an urban setting, in the Bulawayo suburb of Makokoba. We were just coming out 

of the (liberation) war. By then there was nothing to talk about (in terms of theatre). 

It was nothing. It was not a career. My work was to make it a career, to make it part 

of everyday life in an urban setting, to make people generate their culture, to make it 

continue as a commodity but at the same time to store it and preserve it. But not only 

preserving and preserving because you end up with a museum. But I’m interested in 

storing what you are using as a cup that you are developing. If I have developed a 

better cup, I know I can store that one and now I am using this one. Our problem is 

that we always look at tradition and culture as something that is not being generated 

everyday, as something like a block (of wood) where you can go and stand or 

something that you have kept since the 16th century. But you can only go far back as 

when you started. If I took all my plays since 1980, that means someone else 100 

years back can only go as far back as 1980. So to them, that will be history, culture 

and tradition. And to have that you need to generate it and keep it, that’s important. 

Don’t just keep what you keep, but also keep what you have made. (laughter) Even 

in an urban setting (where) I have worked all my life for about 20 to 22 years, they 

(people) may know each other. But they don’t know who is working on what or who 

is creating what and when. Sometimes even the work that has been performed may 

get lost in terms of who has created what and where. There is so much activity. 

Because for me, I have the model of a beehive. A bee that is going to collect 

something might not know what the other bee is collecting. That’s the kind of vibrant 

culture that I prefer. But by birth and by upbringing I am a rural folk. I was just 

saying to myself when I have done so much in the urban setting, this thing in the 

urban setting cannot move further without the rural influence. 

KC : Yes, the urban setting has been marred by so much urbanisation. 
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CM : On its own, it has nothing to take from. It can only take from England and from 

America because that’s the urban models. So there is now a need to go out 

backwards to the rural setting and develop a sense of who you are so that that feeds 

into the urban model that I have created. So that the modern one keeps generating a 

unique culture rather than borrow from outside. But that entailed that I had to retire 

from being Director of Amakhosi and create a small Department of Special Projects. 

That also meant moving out to my rural village. I moved out to my rural village, 

stayed there for a year, and forgot about what is happening in Bulawayo. And 

everybody was saying Amakhosi is dead. 

KC : So you stayed in the village for a full year. 

CM : I then started building a home. I had no home there. I had lived in town. My 

current family is in town. I started cutting trees. 

KC : (laughter) For interest’s sake, where is your (rural) home? 

CM : In Lupane. 

KC : Now I can see how this IRDP begins to fit in. 

CM : And then I started to look at anybody who had a rural focus. For me it was not 

necessarily a question of my own village. But each entire village in Zimbabwe is my 

village. 

KC : Yes, I’m fully aware of that. Village in the sense of the regions that you are 

working in at the moment, they are so many. 

CM : Yeah, but that was just fortunate. After going back, I started building 

structures. For me, structures are not offices. Structures are human capital. It’s 

people. I started organising young people using the arts. My first ‘institution’ was in 

Matebeleland North and it’s called Association of Rural Youth Activity. For me that 

means every young person living in the rural area has an activity. It means they are in 

action and qualified to work with me. And together we can create an association. 

KC : And was this only through theatre or any other activity? 

CM : Underline activity. A young person who is doing an activity, for me that person 

is the people I want to mobilize and am looking at. But at the same time I can’t do it 

like a company. In a way I can’t go there and say, ‘You must belong to an 

association. You must join me. These are the benefits you are going to get, or 

something like that. People must know that by the mere fact that they are doing an 

activity, that's the only role they should put their effort and focus on that activity. 
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KC : And get the training that goes with that activity, then realise their dreams later 

after having somewhere to start, their springboard. I really love that. 

CM : It is then when I started to develop Theatre for Community Action (TCA). I 

needed myself a tool with which to continue to engage this rural activity. Once they 

are in action, they are together all the time without having to call a general meeting, 

you know. But certainly making sure that they own the power that they need in order 

to learn, they need something they can own in order to engage in ‘action learning’. 

KC : You seem to see a lot of magic in the theatre. Could you just help me by 

explaining that? 

CM : I don’t see magic. I grew up in the magic. It was only through performance that 

Africa was mobilized to fight colonialism. 

KC : It’s true. 

CM : Because that was the only thing that colonialism left in me after stripping 

everything. If you were thrown into prison, the only thing you can do is sing. What 

else can you do? The ‘magic of theatre’ is something they can’t take away. You can 

sentence someone to 30 years imprisonment today. They go into a prison cell and 

they are singing, they are writing. I know that because I receive piles of letters from 

prisoners from Khami (Prison), from Chikurubi (Prison), from everywhere. And I tell 

you they are writing fantastic plays from there. 

KC : They are writing fantastic plays? 

CM : And fantastic books, fantastic music. Even now at Khami, my students there 

are writing plays. Why? This is after 30 years in prison. 

KC : What? 

CM: And the only thing that keeps them alive there is the music, dance and stories. 

That’s what keeps them alive there. 

KC : So, in short, for the African, theatre is in the blood, in the flesh, in the spirit. 

CM : For an African, everything is theatre. So Africa needs to give back to the 

young, to invest in the future generation the artistic creativity that is their birthright.  

KC : Thank you so much, Cont. 
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APPENDIX 11 

Ngugi Interview 
[selected extracts] 

Interviewee : Ngugi wa Mirii 

Current Position : Director, Zimbabwe Association of Community Theatre (ZACT) 

Other Achievements  :  adult literacy educator, academic, playwright and theatre 

practitioner. 

Date : 12 February 2003 

Place : National Sports Stadium Complex, Harare 

 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) : My first question is focused on your role in ZACT 

(Zimbabwe Association of Community Theatre). Since the birth of ZACT and its 

subsequent growth, what role has it played in the development of community-based 

theatre, particularly on the development side, rather than the entertainment aspect? 

Ngugi wa Mirii (NwM) : Eh, ummm, thank you very much. First of all, I’m very 

happy that you are doing this study because it's an important area. Many theatre 

schools and universities have not been exploring this area. As a result, it becomes a 

problem for us when we are doing our theatre work in the rural areas in Africa. You 

find that we are shunned because there are not many Ph.D.’s in the area of the 

performing arts, they are doing other things. Maybe at the university you may have 

such professors and lecturers, but out in the government and other institutions, we do 

not have people who are trained or who are doing studies in the performing arts. So, 

to begin with we will have another Ph.D. in the area of performing arts. That’s a 

credit and recognition of your studies. 

KC : Thank you very much! 

NwM : The second aspect I would like to comment on is the question of orality in the 

area of Theatre for Development (TfD). But before I come to that, you should not be 

worried about the terminology of community theatre, theatre for development or 

traditional folklore such as dance or whatever they may call it. Some university 

departments have said they are going to the communities to do a little bit of theatre 

then come back and regard that as the people’s theatre. In different communities of 

African countries, community theatre has been called by various names. I think you 

should not worry about those various names because the idea of coining a name may 
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be to emphasize the area that one is concentrating on. Even if it is a development 

agency, or an NGO, or a government organisation, they focus on what they want to 

achieve by using theatre as a means of communication, or theatre as a medium if you 

want to call it. So the name comes out of that emphasis. 

KC : Right, thanks for that clarification. 

… NwM : The other thing I would like to respond to now is the role of ZACT in the 

development of community theatre in Zimbabwe. First of all, I want to say that when 

I came to Zimbabwe (from Kenya) in 1980, it was as a result of the newly 

Independent government, the Zimbabwean society and the ruling party, ZANU(PF) 

that requested for support to develop community theatre. Or to put it correctly, they 

wanted experts in the area of community theatre to facilitate and help the Zimbabwe 

government and society in general to integrate the performing arts in development 

activities, to conscientize the people to continue understanding their role and place in 

participating in development, to participate in the social change that Independence 

had ushered in. The second thing they wanted was to continue with the African 

performing arts in Zimbabwe, the way they were done before colonialism, during the 

struggle for Independence and after colonialism. 

KC : Thank you. 

NwM : We were not coming here to bring a new thing in terms of development. We 

were coming to enhance what was already there, what the Zimbabwean people had 

developed over the years like any other society. The reason why the Zimbabwean 

government and the ruling party wanted people who had that kind of experience was 

because we were in Kenya in an Independent environment where we were also 

struggling to further those performing arts which the new Kenyan government of 

1963 shunned. It did not want to go back to the songs, to go back to the roots. They 

did not want to borrow from and integrate the Mau Mau experience into the new law 

of performing arts after the struggle. Yet Zimbabwe wanted to do that. We in Kenya, 

after Independence, had to fight all over again to force our government to recognise 

the African performing arts. 

KC : Yes, I have read about your Kamiriithu experience with Ngugi wa Thiong’o. 

NwM : Exactly. So when Zimbabwe government officials came to Kenya, they 

identified those experts or artists who were already doing what they aspired to do as 

a way of enhancing political Independence and social development in Zimbabwe. 

That explains the background. 
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KC : Yes, it does. 

NwM : Now as regards the question of what then did we do? I always remind people 

that as a result of our being invited to come here, Ngugi wa Thiong’o was not able to 

come. Because of our community theatre work, as you know, he was detained. And 

subsequently we were not able to work in Kenya. When we came here it was Dr 

Kimani Gecau and myself. We were attached to the Ministry of Education and 

Culture under the guidance of the then Minister, Dr Dzingai Mutumbuka who was 

very keen on this. He put us under the Zimbabwe Foundation for Education with 

Production (ZIMFEP). We had to start conceiving how to go about it without the 

interference of government bureaucracy, but with the support and assistance of the 

new government. They did not want us to be told, ‘You can’t go there or you can’t 

do this.’ So we were like an NGO supported by government and other donor 

agencies. So that’s how we managed to establish a community theatre movement in 

communities, schools and colleges. It later on developed to encompass or to enhance 

out of school youth. Since out of school youth were not engaged in anything, it 

became more of a preoccupation for them. Up to now, the majority of the 

membership of community theatre groups is largely made up of out of school youth. 

They have taken it as their business or a form of employment. So ZACT has been 

concerned with training and providing youth with theatre skills and with providing 

research skills to develop the African performing arts. Therefore, the contribution of 

ZIMFEP and subsequently of ZACT has been to provide theatre skills, the 

performing arts skills to the young people.  

KC : Exactly. 

NwM : To let these newly emerging theatre practitioners as they call them, to let 

them grow, to make them more professional and to make them understand theatre. 

KC : That’s excellent. 

NwM : To also encourage the NGO’s to appreciate and recognise the power of 

theatre as a means of communication, as oral media that can be used to communicate 

development messages. As a result, we have had many NGO’s engaging, on a full 

time basis, community theatre groups to communicate, for example, AIDS education, 

conscientising people about the dangers of HIV/AIDS. 

KC : You are right. Many of the groups I have met are doing that. 

NwM : Any problems that are there in the communities, community theatre groups 

have been called upon to tackle them. For example, the recent phenomenon of human 
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rights abuses by both government and the opposition party who have been caught in 

violence, attacking innocent people and looting businesses, or organising marches 

and job stayaways. So, we would organise theatre to address such issues. For 

example there was political violence in the March 2000 parliamentary elections and 

the subsequent Presidential Elections in 2002. We organised and trained artists to be 

non-partisan and develop plays that would address the dangers of young people or 

even (political) party members being engaged in violence. Which means (for them) 

to be able to appreciate other people’s political rights. So I trained many artists 

throughout the country on these ideas, on HIV/AIDS, on domestic violence and so 

on. We have actually tackled any topic, either AIDS, child abuse, the environment 

such as the promotion of tree planting and so forth. 

KC : In short, ZACT is more of a mother body, a supporting body, an umbrella body 

and a skills development body so that these young men and women can take theatre 

as their industry and have something to hang on. 

NwM : Exactly. There is no profession that doesn’t have an institution or an 

organisation, which acts as a reference point. ZACT has turned out to be not only a 

provider of training but also as a reference point, or as you call it, an umbrella body. 

And groups, if they want business can turn up and say, ‘We have been trained by 

ZACT’. Therefore they can compete for contracts and for commissioning. So ZACT 

has been quite useful. 

KC : Thank you. 

NwM : The other area of success, you can say in large measure, many of the youths 

have managed to succeed who have been involved in theatre for over 10 years. 

Because the community theatre concept has been integrated in development work 

since 1982, so there are many people who have done it. In the community, there has 

been an appreciation of theatre as a tool for communication, and above all, as a 

profession. 

KC: Thank you. 

NwM : But it’s still a continuous struggle. We still want to do more because if we 

had a successul film industry today, it would now be drawing this young talent. That 

would now enhance our success in the area of community theatre. I can tell you that 

I’m now engaged in the promotion of a film industry borrowing from theatre. 

KC : Oh that’s very good. 
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NwM : I believe that the young blood, the community theatre work and the stories 

that are in society and also those we have developed over the years have never seen 

the daylight on the screen. So that has been my current preoccupation, to bring 

theatre onto the screen. 

KC : In other words, it’s like taking ZACT to yet another stage of development. 

NwM : But we are not neglecting the area of theatre. We’ll continue training but 

focused in the area of film so that our creative work, our images are on the screen. 

KC : In other words, if resources were available, you would have a School of Theatre 

there and a School of Film there, all supporting and reinforcing each other. 

NwM : Exactly. 

KC: That would be a great dream indeed! I really wish you success. I think I will 

have to jump some of my questions because you have already answered them well in 

advance. If you may allow me to take you back to your experience with the 

Kamiriithu community in Kenya, what model would you suggest to be the best 

approach for TfD? 

NwM : Well, I have been involved in many aspects. First of all, I have been involved 

with what they call the University Travelling Theatre (UTT) approach. I was 

involved in the UTT at Nairobi University. But this time, I was inviting the UTT to 

my community in Kamiriithu to come and perform. And it was effective like any 

theatre, it had its role and place. It developed the capacity of university students to 

appreciate the power of theatre by giving them practice in acting and directing. That 

was very good. But when a good Theatre Department takes the written script and 

produces it with students, equipping them with skills in criticising, directing and 

appreciating texts, and then takes that work back to the community, it is for me the 

highest level of taking university education to the community in that it broadens the 

folklore, the whole aspect of oral communication and of consuming our art and 

culture. Because the moment a theatre artist writes a play and its published but not 

performed by either the community or university students, then its locked. It is 

knowledge that remains dead and is postulated. 

KC : It has no blood. 

NwM : I appreciated the idea at Nairobi University. And I think so far, as far as I’m 

concerned that’s where I saw a true travelling theatre concept being brought to the 

people because of my understanding of what they should be doing. And I saw 

peasants appreciating that dream. I saw them very happy to see what was happening 
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at the University. After all, what is university knowledge and education if it can’t be 

ploughed back to the people? So that concept is very good. But what I would criticise 

is what Robert McLaren did here at the University of Zimbabwe when they would 

take university students, put them in the community, research on the community and 

then create a work of drama assuming that they have been to the community. Then 

they call that community theatre. That’s an abuse of the whole concept of community 

theatre. 

KC : (laughter) Get ideas from the community, use those ideas to create your own 

play and go back to show the community. 

NwM : That’s not community theatre. As I see it, community theatre is where the 

community itself is engaged, its involved and its participating. In that way it becomes 

true community theatre because they are dreaming it themselves, they are the 

creators, they participate and act in it with their own colleagues, they critique it and it 

becomes a continuous process. That is what I call true community theatre. When it 

comes to that level they call it political theatre because now it’s liberating and 

communicating to everybody. Everybody is there and getting involved. That’s what 

we did at Kamiriithu where we were working in and with the community, they acting 

in the plays, performing to their own people, at their own time, controlling and 

deciding what was right. But when university students go to the community and 

‘steal’ ideas from them, that’s not it. 

KC : So in Kamiriithu you actually left the university to go and work with the 

people? 

NwM : We did not leave the university. We lived in our own village called 

Kamiriithu. Professor Ngugi wa Thiong’o lives in Kamiriithu. I come from the same 

community and we worked together. In the first place, if you know the history of 

Kamiriithu, we were invited by the villagers who said, ‘Come and join us.’ 

KC : You are our children and you have acquired some knowledge, so come down 

and help us. 

NwM : Come and we work together. Do it the way we want it. 

KC : In other words, you are telling me that these plays like I Will Marry When I 

Want and Mother Sing for Me actually came from the community while you were 

living with them? 

NwM : You see, first of all, the question of working on I Will Marry When I Want 

was after we were invited. We were working on an adult education and literacy 
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program. Working on the play emanated from the need for a cultural program. And 

how do you develop a cultural program? You have got the dances, the stories and the 

performance experiences of the community. So we wanted something to be done, to 

raise funds, develop the community and raise consciousness. So that’s when they 

told us, ‘You write the play.’ Ngugi (wa Thiong’o) and I became collaborators 

because we were the ones who had the skills. I’m an adult educator by training and 

Ngugi is a literature person who has written plays and novels. So we brought those 

ideas together and then came up with I Will Marry When I Want which was to be 

tested and critiqued by the community. As we rehearsed, as we produced the play, it 

was being torn apart as ideas were being shaped to what it eventually became. 

Something else I would like to tell you is that the first royalty was paid to the authors 

but was given back to the community. All of it. It was 20 000 Kenyan shillings that 

was ploughed back into the community to develop the cultural program. So when 

you work with the community, the community itself contributes. That is the 

community spirit we are talking about. When we talk about the travelling theatre as 

compared to true community theatre, that’s what I’m talking about. 

KC : Yes, that’s right. 

NwM : Let’s now talk about Zimbabwean community theatre. Zimbabwean 

community theatre has had many facets because it has been much more dynamic. We 

have had to train and conscientize government departments, institutions, 

organisations and ministries to use theatre as a tool for development. We have for 

example trained forestry officers to use theatre in the community. They use money 

from the Forestry Commission to mobilize young people in schools so that they can 

create plays related to environmental awareness. But that comes from training 

government officers who are in charge of sensitizing the community to see what the 

people can do with the traditional knowledge they already have. We also sensitized 

Ministry of Health officers over the years through ZIMFEP and ZACT programs. 

You don’t just assume that everybody knows. You don’t assume that things will 

simultaneously develop. Hence the reason why government realized this input. So 

the growth and development of community theatre has been like that. Then of course, 

there is the training of the communities themselves. We would invite and involve 

community groups like women’s groups, women’s clubs, literacy programs and 

cooperative movements, which were very strong in the mid 1980’s. 

KC : Yes, cooperatives were very powerful indeed. 
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NwM : We engaged those in theatre and we trained to address issues like income 

generating, crop production and so forth. Recently, we sensitized resettled 

communities on agricultural extension and how to develop themselves in their 

communities. It’s like a reminder of what the role of the community can be. It’s like 

an extension worker in the area of folk media, mobilizing and sensitizing people to 

use what they already have in their own community. It’s like you are injecting the 

community with a reminder to continue doing it. So over the years, that’s how we 

have used the arts and culture. It’s also an inborn creative talent in the people. All 

that you need is to recharge it and then it will germinate. 

KC : To awaken it. 

NwM : Yes, to awaken the creative spirit within the community, that’s what we have 

been doing. You cannot say that we brought it to them. Our law has been to facilitate, 

to be a catalyst, to make the creative spirit wake up instead of letting it remain 

dormant. As a result of these programs, we have also contributed at the level of 

academia. We have a student who enrolled at King Alfred’s College in the U.K. to 

do an M.A. in Theatre for Development. She enrolled in 1996 and I’m proud that she 

got it. And there are many others who have gone to other places and acquired those 

skills. 

KC : That’s good. 

NwM : On the other side, I met one lady who used to be a member of Just for 

Women Theatre group which was formed in order to address issues of gender. What 

I did with this women’s group was to adapt Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s novel, Devil on the 

Cross. The reason for choosing the novel was that Ngugi portrays the oppression of 

women. So the women’s group dramatised this story of women secretaries who 

suffered at the hands of their bosses, sexual abuse and harassment at the hands of 

‘sugar daddies.’ They liked it very much. It appealed to them and we produced it. It 

was a masterpiece. 

KC : Right. 

NwM : But later on we worked on storytelling and produced stories with this young 

lady who was a very good actress. When she went to South Africa, she started using 

storytelling at the University of Cape Town and other institutions in Cape Town. 

And she managed to earn herself money to pay for her university education. She told 

me that she will never forget that and I’m very proud of that. It now reminds me of 

the importance of your study. This was a young lady who was borrowing from 
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orature, oral Zimbabwean traditions in performance, and entertaining people, 

educating them, at the same time earning a livelihood for herself. 

KC : Exactly. 

NwM : And she got that through the training in theatre that she had acquired at 

ZACT. So that has been part of our success. 

KC : Yes. 

NwM : Now the question of ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ approaches to community theatre -

the best is ‘inside’ approach where you use theatre as a revolutionary process, where 

you take time to work with the people in the community, revoking their creative 

talents, letting them use their performance skills and understand why they must use 

those skills as opposed to you coming as an outsider like Ross Kidd and others did in 

Botswana (i.e. in the Laedza Batanani Workshop) where they would perform a play, 

or skit, or scenario on agriculture or whatever area. Then they would discuss with the 

people and leave. Where is the community’s involvement? The outsider approach to 

community theatre for me is an insult to the intelligence of peasants and workers. It’s 

an insult to their intelligence in the sense that the outsiders assume that the 

community has no potential, no communicative skills and cannot think for 

themselves. 

KC : I like that. 

NwM : You see, it’s not good. I have always said, ‘Stop this abuse of the people’s 

intelligence.’ That kind of abuse has been perpetrated by the IMF and the World 

Bank on Third World developing countries. They come and formulate development 

agendas for us. Instead of listening to our point of view, they come and tell us, ‘This 

is what you should do for your development and to improve your country.’ 

KC : And when their experiment fails, they blame you for their failure. 

NwM : That’s blaming the victim. So when you bring a new idea of development 

that is not grounded on the community, it means you are insulting them because you 

are telling them, ‘You are incapable, you are crippled intellectually and mentally.’ So 

the insider approach is a more revolutionary process. It is a very empowering process 

because you ensure that the youth, women and men enter into a concerted discussion 

in which they theorise and work out their own problems collectively. But many 

government and development agencies are afraid of that because they are not 

genuine when they say they are empowering the people. That’s why they want to use 

the ‘outside’ approach because it allows them to control development like in a master 
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and dog relationship. ‘You cannot do that. That’s wrong. That’s not what we agreed.’ 

In development you do not agree on anything. It’s a process. You can only continue 

changing this, experimenting that, bringing in new ideas, understanding the dynamics 

of change and help the people to grow. You communicate by creating and integrating 

new songs to express new ideas. Without that you are propelling it from outside. It’s 

not the people’s song. 

KC : Yes, yes. 

NwM : And that’s why many people have a tendency of saying, ‘Look, you come 

with it, you take it away.’ During the colonial days, there were extension officers 

who used to come and tell the community, ‘Look there is malaria here.’ So they 

would arrange an adult education forum where they tell peasants, ‘Look at this!’ 

They would magnify the mosquito on a diagram or on film and finally tell people to 

use mosquito nets or other protective measures. Then the peasants would say, ‘This 

is not the type of mosquitoes we have here.’ These extension workers were not 

working from reality in communicating development within the milieu of the 

community. They were not sensitive to the community’s experiences. How can you 

then be a good outsider? 

KC : You don’t know the inside politics. 

NwM : Yes, the inside conflicts, the pros and cons of what is happening. You have 

not bothered to analyse the problems with the community so that you know where 

they are. Similarly, you could use the analogy of a magnified fly in dealing with 

problems of diarrhoea. Again as an adult educator, instead of telling them you can 

ask them to bring flies so that they can learn like we do in normal science classes. 

You don’t go and magnify it but you come with the real object and dissect it together 

with them. That is reality. 

KC : That’s true. 

NwM : That’s where the whole question of the ‘inside’ approach lies. Those who are 

involved and want genuine development to take place using theatre as a medium 

have to engage with those affected so that they can then take on board the new ideas 

and the new concepts. Their contribution, their thinking and their problems are 

integrated and become part of the planning and changing. Only then will they 

identify with the development process. We should also not forget that you cannot 

develop the people. The people can only develop themselves. It’s them who can 
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recognise their weaknesses and adjust accordingly. If you want to tell people, ‘This is 

what it should be,’ hoping to solve their problems, it won’t. 

KC : Thank you for that. My last question, I know you are a busy man, could you 

comment on what you see as the future direction of Zimbabwean community-based 

theatre? What is your vision? Where is it going? At least we now have an idea of 

where it is now and where it is coming from. Of course we are in difficult times, the 

groups that I have met so far are really struggling because funding has dried up. They 

said we are finding it difficult to operate and make ends meet. Putting those problems 

into context and combining them with your own vision as leader of ZACT, what is 

your dream about the future direction of community-based theatre? 

NwM : Thank you very much. On the direction, firstly I would like to say the drying 

up of resources, I would like to blame it on the fact that when Zimbabwe attained its 

Independence, it only managed to get political Independence. This explains why 

there are no resources for cultural development or for any development for that 

matter. The Zimbabwe government was not in control of the economic resources. 

And therefore we have a very big problem. Since Independence, there has been a 

problem of donor agencies putting some resources into the area of development. 

Whereas on one side, one would appreciate that it was good, it has also caused a lot 

of damage because it has created a dependency syndrome, the concept of ‘donor 

feeling.’ Secondly, the NGO’s were not coming to genuinely help in cultural 

development, or any development in the country. They come here with an agenda to 

actually thwart genuine socio-economic development or even political development 

of any kind. 

KC : Oh, I see, to perpetuate dependency on the developed world. I was not aware of 

that. 

NwM : That has been the case. … So we can’t really say that they give us economic 

assistance. … But apart from that, the future of Zimbabwean theatre, in terms of 

funding, is very bright. That is if the trend of development continues along the lines 

of : 

(i) The redistribution of land - it means creating a new peasantry with resources from 

good farming land. Once they produce, and you know peasants can produce, it means 

their economic base will increase. Their interest in getting new ideas from TV, radio, 

theatre or film will also increase. They will readily be able to pay for that because 
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they will have the resource base. Therefore there is a possibility that theatre will 

thrive. 

(ii) Model A2 Resettlement - this new resettlement scheme will not only create 

newly employed young people in the farming areas and there will be more income, 

which was denied to the people. So, whereas at the moment there is a drought of 

resources, in the next 4 to 5 years, or even 10 years, there will probably be economic 

change and the consumption of theatre and film will take root. 

(iii) Population increase - of course the population will also play a big role because 

there will be more people to act as a ready market. 

… KC : I wouldn’t feel comfortable without asking this final question. What 

problems is ZACT facing at the moment? 

NwM : The first problem is that of financial resources, part of which emanates from 

donors. The mistake we did was of depending on them. We subjected ourselves to 

the donors’ political agenda. It’s like I’m using my own personal resources to rent 

the office at the moment. The government has also not been able to come to our 

assistance because the National Arts Council (NAC) is under-funded. 

KC : I’m also aware of the closure of the Literature Bureau due to lack of funding.  

NwM : ZACT is also undergoing the same economic depression. 

KC : They are difficult times. 

NwM : That’s why government have said we are going through an economic war. 

The second problem is like a blessing in disguise. The lack of resources has made us 

to look inwardly into our own potential.  

KC : To look for alternatives. 

NwM : Yes. And that is forthcoming in many ways. That’s why I’m saying we are 

now  

looking at self-funding to make sure that community theatre groups in ZACT will 

continue. Incidentally, the strength of that lies in the fact that we have never got the 

resources to fund groups. The groups have been generating themselves and that is the 

biggest strength. Groups will continue creating and getting support from ZACT 

while they make use of their own skills to get their own income. The question of 

making films and videos is an agenda that will help ZACT’s mission and also the 

groups. The other aspect is that we will not continue as an association but we are 

going to change and become a Trust. We can then engage resources from around as 

opposed to a status that only gets groups together with no clear future position. The 
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groups were coming and going, coming and going, so we want to strengthen ZACT’s 

framework. 

KC : In other words, the Trust status will give ZACT more power, even borrowing 

power. 

NwM : Yes, borrowing power which we never had before.  But at the moment we 

have not yet registered the Trust. We are going to do that soon. I’m the only one who 

can borrow here and there as an individual and that will not be able to support this 

office. And that’s what I have done through making films and so on. Later on, once 

we have done that we will be able to look at ways and means of sustaining ourselves. 
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APPENDIX 12 

Seda Interview 
Interviewee : Owen Seda (OS) 

Current Position : Lecturer and Chairman, Department of Theatre Arts, University of 

Zimbabwe.  

Place : University of Zimbabwe, Harare 

Date : 30 August, 2002 

 

Kennedy Chinyowa (KC) : What community-based theatre work have you been 

engaged in during the past few years? 

Owen Seda (OS) : For the past two years, we have been doing consultancy work for 

Care Zimbabwe, a Canadian NGO in collaboration with the Frontline Drama Club of 

Zvishavane. The aim was to sensitize people on food fortification. 

KC : What is ‘food fortification’? 

OS : It is adding more vitamins to the people’s staple grain to make it more 

nutritious. 

KC : What other work have you been involved in? 

OS : As a Theatre Arts Club, we also worked with Amani Trust (another NGO) to 

sensitize people on political violence and torture during the 2002 Presidential 

elections. We first held workshops with victims and witnesses of political violence as 

well as ordinary people. We then came up with a play out of the personal testimonies 

that we gathered. We performed the play just before the Presidential elections. We 

staged the play in Chivi, Zaka, Masvingo, Gweru and here in Harare.  

KC :  From your field experiences, what do you see as the purpose of orality in 

community-based theatre? 

OS : Our use of orality began with the data gathering process itself. We then 

mobilized people to come for our performance by singing and dancing as we went 

round the villages. People readily joined in the song and dance.  Even the structure of 

our performance ended with discussions with the audience, a kind of forum theatre. 

In fact we discovered that from their input, the audience were more informed about 

nutrition than the performers. We therefore ended up incorporating their input in 

subsequent performances. We also used song to facilitate scene changes. Some 
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changes were made to suit the type of audience. e.g. Ndebeles do not eat 

mbeva(mice). 

KC :  What would you say is the difference between Community Theatre and 

Theatre for Development (TfD)? 

OS : Community Theatre may not necessarily have a development aspect but just 

social themes. It may be done by members of the community themselves or by 

travelling theatre groups – a kind of endogenous approach. TfD has a strong 

developmental perspective with an exogenous bias. 

KC : In your community theatre performances what was the relationship between 

orality and Western theatre?  

OS : There were several western theatre elements in the ‘Care Play’ such as use of 

scene breakdowns interfused with song and dance. Staging involved use of a screen 

or banner with a message on nutrition forming the backdrop. This formed the 

cyclorama or scenery painted at the backstage. We also used written postures for 

publicizing the play. 

KC : What then would you say about the future of orality as a communicative tool in 

community theatre? 

OS : I think community theatre should be free to borrow from all theatre forms, to 

synthesize both traditions.  However, when you are doing plays in rural areas, you 

have to use means of communication that are familiar to the people without 

necessarily valorising their indigenous culture, e.g. use of animal folktales in 

simplistic terms. 

KC : Finally, what do you think is the power behind orality in development 

communication? 

OS : Orality allows room for exploration and discussion with the audience which the 

written text cannot. For instance, when you distribute leaflets you may not get much 

feedback from the audience. Yet with orality people can question and discuss with 

you. Orality leaves room for audience input. You don’t prescribe for the audience. 

The audience are free to make corrections to the ‘text’ e.g. A certain old man asked 

us : Ko ava sekuru vanga vachitsvaga chii mukicheni manga muine muroora? Asi 

vanga vachida kunyenga muroora wavo? (What did that old man want from the 

kitchen where the daughter-in-law was? Did he want to propose love to her?) This 

question animated a lot of debate within the audience. Oral forms are vehicles of 

socialisation. They help to create a sense of community. Perhaps that’s why they are 
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employed for development purposes. They help to transmit consensus rather than 

dissent but without necessarily being reductionist, i.e. making people see things in 

the same way. In short, oral forms are people’s forms of communication. They make 

it easier to mobilise the people. 

KC : Thank you very much for sparing your time.      
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APPENDIX 13 

TCA Dialogues 
[extract from CARPP Program File] 

The following dialogue was recorded by a local rapporteur as a post-

performancediscussion after the production of Vikela I in Somnene ward in the 

Bulilima-Mangwe district. After the performance by the Somnene community theatre 

group, people were divided into four groups comprising men, women, boys and girls. 

In the girls group, Sithokozile Zulu was the facilitator who asked questions on 

HIV/AIDS. The discussion went on as follows :  

 

Sithokozile (Thoko)  :  Girls do you know that there is HIV/AIDS, a disease that is 

killing people including girls of your age? 

Qelesani  :  I don’t know, I’m still a virgin. 

Nomusa  :  I know there is AIDS but I have never seen a sufferer. 

Thoko  :  How is AIDS spread? 

Jennifer  :  AIDS is spread through sleeping with an infected person. 

Thoko  :  Long ago, people never used to talk about AIDS in the presence of teens, 

now they are very open about it. You can protect yourself by using condoms. You 

should go for testing so as to find out if you have the disease or not. You can protect 

yourself by abstaining. You should be trustworthy to your partner. Is the disease 

there in the communities that you live in? 

Sidumazile  :  The disease is there. I have heard of people who are infected but I am 

yet to see one. 

MPILO  :  There are many who are infected in our community. Most of the infected 

go out with older men. 

Thoko  :  How many girls are sixteen years of age, below sixteen and over sixteen? 

Answer  : Fifteen girls were aged sixteen, sixteen were below sixteen and twelve 

were above sixteen. 

Thoko  :  Are girls below sixteen allowed to have relarionships? 

Thembi  :  Those who are below sixteen are not allowed to have relationships but 

they are in relationships with older men. 

Thoko  :  Why is that so?  
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Ellen  :  Greedy for money and the love for good food.  We need money to buy our 

own clothes. Fashion is the root cause of the problem. Our parents do not give us 

money to buy clothes and we end up having relationships with older men because 

they give us money and also bring us fashionable clothing from South Africa. Most 

of these older men do not want to wear condoms. It is our tradition that a man asks 

for a girl from her parents but nowadays that is no longer being practiced thereby 

there is a spread of AIDS. Our parents do not know whom we go out with these days. 

Thoko  :  Why don’t girls go out with boys of their age? 

Idah  :  We do go out with boys of our age, but they don’t have money. There are a 

lot of girls who go out with boys of their age just for love not for money. I am 

prepared to work and earn an income. But a lot of us are not prepared to do that and 

they end up going out with older men and getting AIDS in the end. 

Benita  :  I don’t want to be involved in a relationship with someone who doesn’t 

have money. I am prepared to do anything for my boyfriend as long as he gives me 

money. 

Thoko  :  What should be done to curb the spread of HIV/AIDS? 

Sibu  :  Girls should respect their parents and ask for help to start income-generating 

projects rather than relying on boyfriends for everything. 

Thoko  :  Do parents know that older men ask you out? 

Getrude  :  Our parents do not know about it. 

Dephine  :  Some parents encourage their children to have relationships with older 

men because they also get foodstuffs from the relationship.  Some parents do not 

question their children on goods that they bring home, e.g. food and new clothes. 

Some parents have given up because some children are just difficult. 

Thoko  :  Do communities take action on the problem of HIV/AIDS? 

Sithokozile  :  There are some home-based care programmes for the sick but some 

parents do not want it to be known that their children suffer from the disease. People 

are shy and others hide their children when care members of the community come 

and visit a sick person. 

Thoko  :  Why do parents hide their children? 

Getrude  :  Because they are ashamed of the way the disease is spread. 

Thoko  :  What can be done to spread the disease? 

Lillian  :  Do not have unprotected sex. Use a condom. 

Thoko  ;  Beside a condom what else can we use to prevent AIDS?  
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Agnes  :  Go and get tested. 

Thoko  :  We have virgins among us, what can they use beside a condom? 

Catherine  :  No sex before marriage. 

Brenda  :  Be faithful to one partner. 

Thiko  :  What is the way forward? 

Lillian  :  There is need for the community to be informed of the HIV/AIDS sufferers 

in the area so that they can be helped with food and also that they do not go about 

infecting others. Parents should not hide their children because the communities 

know very well who would have been mischievous or not.  

Qelesani  :  Usually the problem is that us girls go out with people who are not 

honest and the men that we go out with refuse to wear condoms. Sometimes it is 

difficult to force your boyfriend to wear condoms because we trust them very much. 

Thoko  :  Do you want your friends to know that you are HIV positive? 

Tracy  :  I wouldn’t mind, I know that if I let it be known, I can be taken care of. 

Thoko  : Now that you know there is AIDS, it is being said in radio, schools and 

everywhere, what can be done to combat the spread? 

Beauty  :  There is not enough education on how girls can protect themselves. We 

know that there are female condoms but they are not easily available and we do not 

know how to wear them. 

Beatrice  :  There is enough education on how to combat the spread of HIV/AIDS but 

some girls are just loose. I think these loose girls should be given the female 

condoms in case their boyfriends do not want to wear condoms. They can now 

protect themselves. 

Mpilo  :  It is taboo for girls to be seen carrying condoms. The boys will not respect 

us. There is need for girls in relationships to go for testing before they can have 

unprotected sex with their partners. 

Soneni  :  What if we go for testing and the boyfriend is positive? What should I do? 

Beatrice  :  You should end the relationship because you are not married. You are 

just girlfriend and boyfriend. 

Catherine  :  You can use condoms because most girls would have received gifts 

from their boyfriends and it is very difficult to just end the relationship. Sometimes it 

is difficult to end a relationship with a boyfriend who would have spent so much on 

you.  

Snanzeni  :  But can you use a condom for the whole life? 
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Catherine  :  You have to use a condom because if you try to end the relationship you 

can be beaten. 

Snanzeni  :  Can the guy see that you are wearing a female condom? 

Thoko  :  Yes it can be seen. 

Ellen  :  I think it is wise to use the condom whether male or female because we 

cannot wait for marriage to have sex. 

Thoko  : What is the way forward? 

Answers  :   

Give our partners condoms. 

No sex before marriage. 

Girls should wear female condoms and protect themselves. 

There is need for more education. 

There is need to train more peer educators who are respected and more behaved. 

Encourage people to go to school. 

Get tested and know your status and help in combating the spread. 

There is no solution because it is natural to have sex. 

Our aunties should not be involved because they also ask us to get involved with 

sugar daddies who have money. 

 - A86 - 



APPENDIX 14 

CASS/AMAKHOSI LINK 
 

  
P.O. Box MP167 
Mt Pleasant 
Harare  
Zimbabwe 

TEL 263-4-303015/80 303636 FAX 
263-4-307720 E-
MAILpmugabe@cass.org.zw

 

UNIVERSITY OF ZIMBABWE 

November 21, 2002 
 
Mr Kennedy C Chinyowa 
Dept. of African Languages & Literature 
University of Zimbabwe POboxMP167 
Mount Pleasant 
Harare 
 
Dear Mr Kennedy Chinyowa 
 
RE: INVITATION TO THE REGIONAL PUBLIC POLICY COLLOQUIUM 
 
The Centre for Applied Social Sciences (CASS) which is host to the Regional Public Policy 
Programme is cordially inviting you to participate in their Regional Public Policy Colloquium 
which will be held on 25 - 27 November 2002 at the Grand Palm Hotel, Gaborone Botswana. 
 
The Colloquium is an annual event in the calendar of the CASS Regional Public Policy (CARPP) 
Programme and it serves as a platform for rural communities, academics, policy makers and analysts 
from Southern Africa to discuss and share experiences on policy processes that aim to create a 
conducive environment for social and economic prosperity. The Theme for the year 2002 
colloquium is "Rural communities and Government in partnership to combat the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic in Southern Africa". The objectives are as follows: 
 

• To create space for rural communities, academics and senior level policy makers to meet and 
participate in policy dialogue and advocacy. 

• To exchange experiences and knowledge on issues associated with the HIV/AIDS pandemic in 
order to increase the capacity of individuals, families and communities to follow a healthy 
lifestyle. 

• To share experiences that will enrich a working model for community engagement ~. and 
participation in the public policy cycle. 

 
You will be expected to travel on Sunday 24 November with the bus, which departs from Amakhosi 
offices in Bulawayo at 0700hrs and return on Thursday 28 November, 2002. All expenses will be 
met by CASS 
 
Yours sincerely 

Ms B Mdyo 
Policy Research Coordinator (CARPP) 
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