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Abstract 

This research investigates some uses of Theatre for Development (TfD) as a concept 

and method for advancing gender equity in Uganda, focusing on strategies for 

transformative action, and identifying key themes and issues that the TfD reveals.  

Having been involved as a researcher and facilitator in previous TfD initiatives aimed 

at advancing gender equity, I recognised that despite increased attention by 

development agencies to TfD, the strategies being currently used were prescriptive 

and informed by a Cartesian conception of gender that was antagonistic to both 

culture and men, both of which became derogatively identified as the constraints to 

women’s empowerment. This study recognises the centrality of experience as a point 

of departure for gender analysis and as the pretext for transformative action. It seeks 

to contribute to understanding how women and men experience and negotiate gender 

and the opportunities and constraints of advancing gender equity through TfD. This 

understanding has implications both for the theory of TfD, and for how practice 

impacts on that theory. 

This study is premised on the notion of participation and experience as sites of 

knowledge. The thesis draws on post-colonial feminist theory and feminist concepts 

of power as creating capacity to focus consciousness in development (Freire, 1994). I 

used an action research strategy within a context of TfD workshops to frame and 

problematise women and men’s experiences of gender. I emphasised both the action 

and reflection aspects of action research to generate understanding. The fieldwork 

comprised a series of workshops with gender-mixed adult groups from contexts of 

hardship and deprivation. The initial strategy involved using story telling to permit the 

participants to generate their own agenda. This provided a participative interactive 

space, within which the original stories were subjected to a range of drama workshop 

techniques, including developing some of the stories into performance text. This 

problematised the underlying assumptions and attitudes, and permitted the 

participants to recognise and discuss these in a new light, enabling a shared contextual 

understanding of women’s oppression as mainly constructed and sustained through 

gender ideology and for the participants to see previously unrecognised alternatives 

for action. Privileging experiences as the agenda for praxis facilitated the rehearsal of 

interventions in a supportive atmosphere enhancing learning and capacity to act 
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against oppression in real life. I posited a circle of relations method as useful in 

deconstructing stereotypical ways of seeing, enabling reflexivity, creating empathy 

and transformations based on increased awareness.  

The problematisation of experiences through cycles of planning, action and reflection 

provided multiple positions for reflexivity, highlighting similarities in their lived 

experiences as women and the contradictions between gender ideology and their 

experiences. The representational context functioned as a laboratory to identify 

constraints, prepare and test the ingredients of resistance against oppression, and 

rehearse more egalitarian relations. When they intervened in the fictional space as real 

people using real experiences, this transformed the theatre space into a liminal space 

for learning. In this experience, new challenges arising from the interface of the two 

worlds are constituted as subjects of praxis. The knowledge gained becomes the 

building blocks for action in real life. 

The involvement of men in a performative context provided them the opportunity to 

interact with women and to problematise what they are limited from experiencing by 

hierarchy and gender ideology. Women and men performed and rehearsed roles 

beyond what the gender would normally permit. Men’s participation provided 

understanding of their perceptions and informed action and knowledge upon which 

one could premise interventions that are contextually relevant. However, an analysis 

of the men’s responses indicated that prescribing gender as the explicit agenda could 

elicit some alienation and resistance from men. Nonetheless, the TfD provided a 

liminal space enabling women and men to generate ‘activity in each other’, and to test 

the feasibility of their strategies through action. Women gained a sense of 

accomplishment, experiencing change in their physical wellbeing and an enhanced 

capacity to perform their daily activities. The process of creating and transforming the 

characters’ experiences through action and reflection created an empowering 

dialectical relation between theatre and real life as participants drew from the 

representational contexts to reflect on their personal experiences and to improve 

relations in real life contexts.  

Analysis of the action research revealed that notions of perseverance and desire 

informed participants’ perceptions of ‘the nature’ of women. Perseverance was 

perpetuated through the valuation of endurance as power, distorting women’s 
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consciousness and limiting their capacity for reflexivity. While the negative 

construction of women’s desire was partly culture’s attempt to respond to the 

vulnerability of women, its construction underscored an ambivalent conception of 

woman leading to policing of women’s desire and perceiving expressions of women’s 

sexuality outside the dominant ideological frame as problematic.  

Poverty emerged as the most significant situation constraining women’s capacity to 

associate with ‘significant others’ and to quantitatively invest their time and 

resources. Poverty structured women’s and men’s perceptions of social relations, 

creating distortions of perception. It constrained women to ‘doing gender’ and 

competing in performing deference for survival. The study posits that addressing 

gender-based inequities requires a negotiation strategy that apprehends the complexity 

of the relations of oppression which are a function of historical interfaces. 

Theatre as codification executed within action research cycles proved useful in 

creating critical distancing and for problematising experience and generating 

knowledge of women’s experiences. The process involved moments of regression 

arising from fatalism and ingrained gender ideology. This prescribed a need for 

sustained strategy of action. The findings underscored the need for TfD interventions 

to recognise consciousness and perceptions as key to development. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

This research explores the potential, opportunities and constraints of Theatre for 

Development (TfD) in advancing gender equity. Through an action research strategy, 

the study aims to contribute to the understanding of TfD work in Uganda and more 

specifically in the context of gender equity. It also aims to develop frameworks for 

TfD by contributing to its theoretical development as a field of practice and 

scholarship. The study considers this important because theoretical understandings 

informing practice and how practice may be impacting on theory have been lacking, 

especially in relation to the field of gender and TfD in Africa. The study should also 

contribute to the enhancement of international consideration and application of 

Theatre as an important tool in development strategies. 

Background to the study 

The country now known as Uganda was founded by the British through combining a 

host of Kingdoms and other non-centralised nationalities (Mugaju, 1999). Like in 

most colonies in Africa, the British introduced new values and social organisation 

through politics, economy, religion and education, significantly reconfiguring the 

social life of the people. Besides introducing new aspirations they institutionalised 

binary gender values subsequently systematising the marginalisation of women 

(Tamale, 1999). By 1962 when Uganda gained its independence, the constitution that 

was drafted in Lancaster giving Buganda Kingdom the status of a state within a state 

precipitated political and ethnic tensions. These have affected men and women 

disproportionately. Uganda’s turmoil has also been mainly explained by British 

colonialism’s deliberate exploitation of ethnicity to disproportionately develop 

Uganda (Mamdani, 1983), what Mugaju has summed up as a policy of ‘divide and 

rule’ (1999:12). The 1978 Tanzania-Uganda war that ousted Amin and the subsequent 

1981-86 National Resistance Army (NRA) guerrilla war that toppled the president of 

the republic Milton Obote were in part an attempt to redress the imbalances (Karugire, 

2003). The NRA war is significant for this research in that it created the political 

atmosphere upon which the Feminist movement in Uganda has been most active. The 

Isis-WICCE TfD gender projects (see Learning from Ugandan Contexts Chapter 
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Four) are a response to the oppression of women in war and post-war societies 

(Mulumba, 2002:109). 

The feminist movement has thus addressed itself to oppressions and inequities that 

have their roots in traditional culture, those institutionalised since the British Colonial 

rule and exacerbated by years of turmoil and misrule. Uganda, once called ‘the Pearl 

of Africa’ by Winston Churchill, has made progress since the National Resistance 

Movement (NRM) seized power in 1986. NRM has been credited with providing an 

enabling environment that fostered empowerment of women through activities of civil 

society and NGOs. Feminism is not new to Uganda or even Africa. Women in 

traditional settings had indigenous forms of resistance against patriarchy aimed at 

safeguarding their interests as women (Sudarkasa, 1996; Steady, 1996; Tamale, 1999 

and Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994). Although feminism as a movement in Uganda dates to 

the early 1990s (Tripp and Ntiro, 2002:23), it was galvanised in the period building to 

and after the 1985 UN Congress of Women in Nairobi. Under the NRM, a period that 

informs the context of this research, the gender equity drive has been advanced 

through multiple strategies aimed at increasing the visibility of women in politics and 

education through affirmative action. Women activists have also strategised through 

highlighting women’s situation and contribution in fields including politics and 

constitutionalism (Tripp, 2000 and Matembe, 2002), education (Kwesiga, 2002) and 

the media and arts (Mukama, 2002 and Ebila, 2002). However, there have been 

arguments that greater political representation, where action has been most visible, 

has not translated into liberation for women in the rural areas but it instead has 

benefited the powerful women (Snyder, 2002:190).  

Indeed Uganda is still one of the 10 poorest countries in the world with 88% of its 26 

million people living in the rural areas where the infrastructure is poor and social 

services are inadequate. Of the over 60% Ugandans living under the poverty line, 

women are the bulk. Uganda has one of the highest incidences of teenage pregnancy 

in the world. 43% of teenagers are mothers. The maternal mortality rates are at 506 

per 10,000. The incidence of HIV/AIDS is higher amongst women than men. 
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Table 1: Some Gender Facts and Figures  

 FEMALE % MALE % 

Population 51 49 

Literacy 44.9 63.5 

Education enrolment 
(Primary) 

49 51 

Education enrolment 
(Secondary) 

38 62 

Education enrolment 
(University) 

35 75 

No formal Education at all 45 28 

Median age for marriage 17.5 23.1 

Top decision making level 18 82 

Compiled from Women and men in Uganda: Facts and figures 1998 

Dropout rates for girls from school still remain high despite Universal Primary 

Education’s (UPE) emphasis on the girl child. At the University level, despite 

affirmative action, few girls are enrolled in the sciences. 49% of Uganda’s population 

are children who are traditionally dependent on women for care. Women’s 

contribution to the economy in the informal sector is obscured despite contributing 

over 70% to the total agricultural labour force and working for 16 hours on average 

per day without remuneration. Women’s contribution to the Gross Domestic Product 

is not quantified; their control over the ownership of productive resources is minimal. 

Only 8% have leasehold and 7% own land (Ministry of Gender, Culture and 

Development – MGCD, 1995). It is observed that where interventions exist, they 

‘focus on service delivery. However, the majority of these programs are limited to the 

urban areas’ (MGCD, 1995).  

Besides action generated through formalistic and feminist institutional spaces, NGOs, 

GOs and individuals have also contributed to negotiating gender equity through ‘new 

mobilisation’ modes aimed at stimulating women’s participation in the development 

process (Tripp, 2002:3-4). Theatre has been one of these modes. Whereas the use of 

theatre for gender equity pre-dated the NRM period, for instance in the build-up to the 

International Congress of Women in Nairobi, the deliberate use of theatre at the levels 

of sensitisation and in mobilisation for development came into force in 1987. The 
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NRM initiated theatre festivals in conjunction with the Ministry of Education (MoE) 

for fostering development and constitutionalism (Mangeni, 2004a:18; see also Frank, 

1995). These were key theatre initiatives that informed this research. The Ministry of 

Women in Development, Culture and Youth (MWDCY) and NGOs were involved in 

the sensitisation and mobilisation of women in the build up to the constitution-making 

in 1993. NGOs have also highlighted gender as a component within their 

development programmes and used theatre for programme implementation. Plan 

International and Isis-WICCE, (discussed in Chapter Four: Learning from Ugandan 

Contexts) are two of the NGOs that have used theatre to address women’s 

marginalisation and to develop women’s individual and associational capacity as 

bases of power and action (Mangeni 2004b & 2005). 

As a theatre academic and practitioner in Uganda, who has been involved with these 

initiatives (for related discussion on my role, see page 49 and 90-92), I observed that 

these predominantly prescriptive strategies were modelled on the modernisation 

development philosophy. They focused mostly on mobilisation and education through 

sensitization and information dissemination. Being outside-in the agendas have been 

predetermined (see also Appropriation and ideological limitations page 52 and 

Strategic shortfalls, conception flaws and alienation, page 53). Whereas awareness 

may be created through such approaches, participants have been mainly powerless 

consumers of externally defined development agendas. Despite the programs 

reflecting gender issues, there is general lack of power for participants to determine 

the agendas and the process limits their voices. When the process is not informed by 

women’s contextual experience the programs may not respond to the specific needs of 

women. Such paternalistic approaches are limited in creating authentic knowledge. 

This frame of theatre has been limited in reflection and participation. This leaves the 

NGOs and executors of the programs as the sources of information.  

As I mention in the Review of Related Literature and TfD Projects and Methodology 

chapters, most of the reports on TfD are generally summations of activities without 

apprehending experiences of participants and the theatre experience itself. Chinyowa 

(2005) notes this as a problematic feature within much of the literature on TfD in 

Africa. These reports are also written from the point of view of the facilitator(s); what 

I have referred to as the bird’s-eye perspective (see also Review of Related Literature 
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and TfD Projects, page 46). Some authors have explained this scant literature in the 

orate roots of traditional African performance from which TfD significantly draws. 

The other tendency has been for TfD to focus on development. This has led to 

politicisation of gender; subordinating women’s issues to development. Where this 

occurs, analysis has privileged women only as a function in development and 

discarded them when the programmes had been fulfilled as the case was with the 

NRM women’s theatre festivals (see also Learning from Ugandan Contexts chapter, 

pages 49-52 for related discussion). As I observe in the Learning from Ugandan 

Contexts Chapter, the focus on structural empowerment has emphasised a diagnosis of 

culture and sees patriarchy as the problem. This is reductive, totalising and limited in 

providing a contextually informed basis for agency (Mohanty, 1991). Most if not all 

these strategies as feminist praxis have suffered an epistemological deficiency in 

terms of knowledge and strategy. In other words they are premised on problematic 

deterministic strategies characteristic of the modernisation development models that 

have been found to be insufficient (see related discussion: development pages 13-17). 

This was mainly because they lacked the participatory component and did not draw 

on the experiences of women as stakeholders.  

The notion of stakeholders is significant for this research because gender has been 

misconstrued as a women’s issue; what Walugembe acknowledged as ‘lack of 

conceptual clarity’ (see also Learning from Ugandan Contexts chapter, page 53). 

Informed by the understanding that men have a stake in a society of gender equity, I 

sought a framework that would be informed by the voices of both men and women in 

a relationship of dialogue. For while feminist praxis is premised from the point of 

view of women, this needs to be tested against the experiences of men - in a 

negotiated context. The emphasis on development outputs and the priorities of TfD 

programmes have focused on delivering tangible indicators which have in turn 

informed program execution and evaluation. This has limited analysis, experiences 

and knowledge related to processes of TfD. Privileging the process and seeking 

knowledge on how theatre functions to enhance gender equity is of strategic 

significance.  
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Research questions 

Within a feminist framework, I found it imperative to premise the investigation on 

people’s perceptions and experiences of gender in particular and women’s oppression 

in general.  It is against this background that I sought to understand the potential of 

theatre to negotiate gender equity and what the opportunities and constraints are. I 

attempted to achieve my aims guided by the following questions: 

 How is TfD negotiating gender equity? 

 What are the women’s and the men’s experiences of gender through TfD and 

what can be learnt from them? 

 How could this knowledge contribute to TfD practice as a framework for 

addressing gender equity? 

The first question relates to the context of TfD and gender in Uganda prior to the 

fieldwork and particularly in providing insights that informed the field research 

project with Munno Post Test Club (MPTC). Given the eclectic and organic nature of 

the theatre process, to help focus the data analysis and interpretation, the above 

questions were operationalised as follows:  

 What aspect(s) of gender is/are manifested in the interaction? 

 How are the women and the men responding to the gender issue(s)? 

 What effect is theatre having on the responses of women and men to the 

gender issues? 

 How can what is being observed be explained in terms of TfD and gender 

theory? 

Significance of the questions 

Many NGOs are increasingly using TfD as a strategy of advancing gender equity. 

However, the methods being applied indicate significant limitations in authentic 

participation of the people. Answering these questions will provide knowledge of 

women’s and men’s perceptions and experiences of gender as they live it. It will 

enable understanding of the factors informing women’s response to gender and 

provide insights into how theatre can create a more secure society for men and 

women. It is important to provide understanding on how TfD is negotiating gender 

equity because ‘recognising how gender is performed in everyday life and questioning 

its symbolic representation in dramatic form allows for the possibility of social 
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agency and political change’ (Bundy and Nicholson, 2003: 69). There is a need to 

understand the gender issues, the opportunities and challenges of advancing gender 

equity through theatre and how theatre could be employed for women’s 

empowerment. 

Scope of the study 

Post-colonial feminists have been critical of reductionist analyses of African women. 

They have underscored the need for analysis of African women to identify the period 

and historical situation of the women studied as this has impact on any analysis 

(Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994 and Tamale, 1999). This study is about using TfD to 

negotiate gender equity in Uganda. It is specifically premised on the experiences of 

women and men of Mulwadde II Muno Group in Mulwadde II, a peri-urban slum in 

Kampala. This category of women is significant in that they are mostly semi-illiterate 

women from a diversity of cultural backgrounds who, by historical circumstances, 

now live in sub-human conditions in the slums of Kampala. Their conditions and 

experiences as women mirror general conditions in which the majority of women in 

Uganda live. This provides insight into women’s experiences and how they negotiate 

their survival as women. Their experiences are also important as points of departure in 

exploring and negotiating women’s oppression. The study draws from earlier 

applications of TfD for gender to provide a context and insights for the project. It is 

also informed by the experiences of the women from childhood into their adulthood 

giving a panoramic understanding of women’s subordination historically and how it 

has manifested over time in rural and peri-urban settings. Whereas it also draws on 

experiences of men, this is mainly intended to foster understanding of women’s 

experiences of oppression. A number of these men and women have migrated from 

rural areas, as indicated above to come and find a livelihood in the city. Most still 

maintain a link with their villages where their kin live as is the case with many 

African cities (van Erven, 1991:13). This places the narratives explored in a historical 

gender context, linking the past with the present, the country with the slums. The 

investigation specifically explores the potential of TfD in negotiating gender equity 

and what the opportunities and constraints are. 
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Overview of the study 

The first Chapter provides a context for the study by setting the scene for Uganda and 

gender issues in Uganda today, how TfD is being utilised, how the questions arise and 

how answering them will help to address the contextual issues. It also defines the 

scope of the study and provides an overview of the thesis structure. Chapter Two then 

provides a conceptual frame for the study and discusses key concepts. Drawing on 

post-colonial gender as a frame of analysis, it underscores the centrality of power and 

its interpretation as key to the (dis)empowerment of women. Power is postulated as an 

intervening factor in the application of development theories. Providing an alternative 

theory of development drawn on Paulo Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed, it 

advances notions of power as capacity to through conscientisation as development.  

Against this background, Chapters Three and Four review literature and projects 

relating to gender in TfD. Chapter Three takes a panoramic evaluation of projects on 

and in Africa in terms of methodology, issues, presentation and representation in the 

contexts of participation and empowerment. Chapter Four narrows down to TfD 

projects in Uganda. It relates specifically to theatre initiated by GOs and NGOs, and 

the insights from these experiences that informed the field project. It mainly argues 

that whereas participation of women in theatre enabled gender issues to gain 

precedence, the initiatives were prescriptive, and limited in participation. 

Ideologically they had a narrow understanding of gender as synonymous to women’s 

issues. Thus, they inadvertently fore grounded gender as the main explanatory 

concept for women’s oppression. Such binarism has been criticised for being 

simplistic and even ‘pointless’ (Tamale, 1999:4). This led to alienating men and 

scapegoating culture as an antithesis for gender. In brief they were not dialogic. 

Based on the insights above, Chapter Five draws on a feminist epistemology, 

premised on women’s experiences as an authentic site of knowledge, to design an 

action research strategy using TfD. It situates action within Freire’s theory of 

education in a dialogic, participatory frame, arguing that true knowledge is achieved 

in the process rather than the product. The following three chapters focus on the 

process and outcomes of the field projects. Chapter Six sets the context for Chapters 

Seven and Eight hence its name: Breaking the ground. It is composed of three 

sections: the research context; the use of games as a strategy for participation and the 
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use of storytelling to develop the generative themes of perseverance and desire which 

formed the key categories of investigation. They are generative because of their 

multiplicative capacity to lead and reveal other associated themes raising new 

challenges for action as the process unfolds ‘from the general to the particular’ 

(Freire, 1994:83-84).  

Chapter Seven explores women’s and men’s experiences of perseverance and how 

they are constructed. It also discusses the deconstruction of silence and how the 

process enhanced women’s capacity for action against perseverance-based 

oppression. Chapter Eight considers the identification of desire as a woman’s gender 

marker. In accounting for desire participants explain it in relation to men’s capacity to 

perform gender. The way women frame their experiences and perceptions of desire 

through performance and analysis are explored showing transformation of their 

awareness. This in turn reveals desire as ideologically constructed and structurally 

supported. It explores how the TfD process facilitated understanding of women’s 

oppression, their experiences of empowerment and the challenges. The last two 

chapters Nine and Ten, conclude the thesis. Chapter Nine presents an overview of the 

findings and the implications for the research. It concludes that notions of 

perseverance and desire are ideologically based gender controls aimed at women and 

that poverty is the main constraint in women’s oppression and the central challenge in 

negotiating gender. Chapter Ten looks back at the research strategy and draws 

conclusions and makes recommendations for further research and praxis. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMES  

Disparities in the quality of life between peoples of the world have been mainly a 

consequence of power within historical and socio-cultural contexts. Colonialism and 

post-colonial relations, as part of the problem, were informed by power as a relation 

of ‘control over wealth and resources’. This resulted in exploitation and cultural 

domination of the majority of the population in the colonies; debasing and denying 

them the ‘basic necessities of life’ (Srampickal, 1994:2-3). It affected people’s quality 

of life and undermined their capacity to participate effectively in creating meaningful 

human conditions as individuals and communities. Most victims of systematic 

disempowerment have been women. Attempts to address these limitations have been 

limited by how development has been conceptualised and executed. The continued 

changes in development approaches, focusing on participation, have sought more 

effective ways to increase the people’s capacity for self-determination. These 

strategies, including this research, raise questions relating to how power is 

conceptualised and applied to address the oppression of women. I will therefore 

extrapolate key concepts underpinning this study beginning with power which I 

consider most central.  

Power 

Power is central to gender relations and gender oppression. The latter is a 

consequence of and a manifestation of unequal power relations. The nature of power 

is a contested phenomenon partly due to variations in perceptions of its purpose and 

function. In feminist and postcolonial theory, traditional conceptions of power as 

control and domination have been advanced to explain exploitation and domination 

on class, race and gender levels. To address the problem, feminists have reconstituted 

power positively in relational terms; as a ‘process occurring within relationships 

between individuals’ (Radtke and Stam, 1994:3), as embedded in ‘collective forces 

and social structure’ (Luke in Radtke and Stam, 1994:3), and as manifesting in 

inaction. Some authors have advanced that it manifests through defining limits of 

one’s participation in decision making (Bachrach and Baratz in Radtke and Stam, 

1994:3). Janeway’s notion of the powers of the weak ‘to disbelieve’ is a conception of 
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power as resistance. The notion of power as a capacity ‘to come together as a group to 

further its ends’ and the ‘power to organise for action’, have been advanced to 

highlight empowerment through solidarities, collectives and alliances. Kabeer has 

called this power with, arguing that: 

This stress on the collective has a dual rationale. First, it relates to the 

ideological basis of gender subordination. The social basis for male domination 

is often concealed through powerful ideological mechanisms, including the 

‘naturalisation’ of the status quo, so that women experience subordination as 

inevitable and interpersonal. (1994: 253) 

This emphasis on the capacity and potential of power is central to empowerment as it 

aims to portray women as actors ‘in their social world striving to cope with their 

subordination in the most effective way possible’. This conceptualisation, as Radtke 

and Stam add, ‘highlight[s] the productive nature’ of power. It extends the concept ‘to 

include not only coercion and domination but also power as the expression of a 

capacity to act’ (1994:7). This power to as Kabeer defines it is about using power in 

an enabling way to engender individuals’ capacity and their awareness of how the 

potential can be collectively harnessed (1994). hooks, drawing on Nancy’s essay 

“Political Change: Two Perspectives on Power”, as a ‘life-affirming’ perspective of 

power, stressing ‘the ability to act with strength’ to claim that such action ‘brings a 

sense of accomplishment’ (2000: 90). These conceptions are relevant to my analysis 

that draws on power to as empowerment. Such conceptualisation ‘starts from an 

examination of how power is present in multiple and heterogeneous social relations’ 

where individuals are ‘simultaneously undergoing and exercising power’. They argue 

that through such processes, ‘individuals …constitut[e] their subjectivity and 

participat[e] in each others’ oppression’ (Hartsock in Nelson & Wright, 1997: 8). 

They further add that empowerment is about developing confidence, the ability to 

negotiate and influence close relationships, and working collectively with greater 

impact than one could have achieved singly. 

The understanding of power as capacity to act – power to and power with – enables 

the exploration of the generative qualities of power and the interrogation of power as 

domination or power-over (Kabeer 1994 and Nelson & Wright, 1997)). It is vital to 

understand how power is structured and exercised over women, how it informs 
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responses to oppression. Power relations may be so obscured, concealing oppression, 

limiting knowledge and action. As Kabeer observes, the analysis of power over takes 

an interest in decision-making and ‘aspects which lie outside observable decision-

making processes’ (1994: 225). Drawing on Giddens (1979), Bachrach & Baratz 

(1970), she postulates a broader view of power focusing on the enactment of decisions 

at one level as well as considering the exclusion of certain issues from the agenda of 

decision-making. In Lukes’ view, this formulation of power is concerned with how 

social structure and ‘culturally patterned behaviour of groups, and practices of 

institutions’ shape interests, perceptions and choices (1974: 22). As behavioural 

feminists Lips (1991) and Foreman & Rudi, (1997) argue, power is perpetuated 

through ideology and works to conceal inequality through naturalising dominance and 

deference. It acts to constrain or subjugate discourses that run counter to it. In other 

words it is a conception of power as socially constructed. Such a formulation is useful 

to explore how it structures gender perceptions and experiences; how power informs 

oppression, how women respond within processes aiming to transform power into a 

capacity for action. Kabeer calls this power within. 

Power within is closely linked to power to. The latter may manifest as the 

achievement of the former. Power-within is encapsulated in Freire’s notion of 

conscientisation (1994). It is about transforming consciousness and reinterpreting 

need (Kabeer, 1994). Feminist analyses draw attention to the fact that ‘while 

resources provide the material levers through which gender asymmetries are 

sustained, social rules, norms, values and practices play a crucial role in concealing 

the reality and pervasiveness of male dominance and defusing gender conflict’ 

(Kabeer, 1994: 227). Power within manifests in development of perception - when 

participants recognise contradictions in relations leading to reinterpretation of 

phenomena. Within the frame of conscientisation, knowledge is posited as key to the 

understanding of power. Thus, transformations in awareness manifest themselves 

through acts of identification of relations of oppression and through acting to 

transform them. As Freire (1994) observes empowerment involves people 

problematising their reality and engaging with it critically. Empowerment has been 

constituted and apprehended as enabling participants’ capacity to recognise 

oppressive gender relations, in exploring collective strategies to address oppression 

and enabling non-oppressive gender relations. The study takes the notion of power 
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within as core to development, a concept that has remained problematic when applied 

to address the oppression and marginalisation of communities. I will draw on Freire 

substantially in my analysis and discussion. 

Development 

The concept of development and the strategies to implement it for purposes of 

improving the quality of life have undergone changes. The theory of development as 

most frequently used has its roots in the history of Western Europe. Schech and 

Haggis (2000) trace its emergence in the need to address problems of urbanisation and 

in particular ‘urban poverty and unemployment’ (2000:2) which were a direct result 

of capitalism. Development has remained problematic in relations between the 

developing and the developed countries partly because of how power has been viewed 

and utilised.  For instance, the colonialisation of Africa, like in Asia and Latin 

America, was domination informed by a paternalistic Western World view of 

modernity. Through the notion of enlightenment, modernisation sought to civilise and 

transform ‘primitive’ societies. Justifying colonialism as an exercise in civilisation 

was an act of Othering the colonised (as barbaric) which in practice led to the 

underdevelopment of the colonies. As Schech and Haggis observe, ‘a clear distinction 

was made in many colonial policies between economic development which was to 

benefit the colonialists and their obligations to ensure the social welfare of the 

“natives”’ (2002:7).  

The re-conceptualisation of development that emerged after World War II aimed to 

advance the former colonies into modernity. This in effect meant positing a new 

concept of development to solve a problem caused by an earlier failed paradigm of 

development. Of particular significance was the Harry Truman’s ‘fair deal’ 

pronouncement of 20th January, 1949. In his speech, the one time President of the 

United States of America provided a pre-text for development. He called on the 

developed world to intervene in situations where the majority of the world population 

was living in what he called abject misery, economic primitivity and stagnation. This 

quagmire of poverty, in his view, was a ‘handicap and a threat both to them and to 

more prosperous areas’ and had to be acted upon. Truman’s vision of action was 

through ‘a program based on the concepts of democratic fair dealing [and] … greater 

production’. He claimed that it required ‘a wider and more vigorous application of 
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modern scientific and technical knowledge’ (Escobar, 1995:3). The theory of 

modernisation that informed subsequent development strategies for The Third World 

is still to a great extent drawing from or responding to the spirit and effects of this 

pronouncement. Development has thus ‘come to refer mainly to the process of change 

occurring in the newly independent countries of the Third World’ through ‘the actions 

of a national government or international organisation…to purposely enable those 

types of activities which promise a better life’ (Schech and Haggis, 2000:3).  

The main limitation of modernisation, which still manifests in a number of 

development initiatives through theatre, was its interventionist stance. This was 

informed by a dualistic philosophy that perceived the industrialised world as 

developed and superior to the non industrialised societies. Such a world view 

culminated into the superimposition of values from the developed world over those of 

the developing world (van Erven, 1991:12, Nogueira, 2002b:38 and Srampickal, 

1994:3). Modernisation disempowered communities and made the lives of the 

majority of people in the developing world worse off than before. It made them 

poorer and dependent. Women and children were impoverished the most. 

Shortcomings of this ‘development’ were partly responsible for the problems TfD is 

attempting to address. This is evident in the search for alternative theories of 

development that have attempted to deliberately focus on or include women in their 

strategies of action. For instance, the Basic Needs approach partly focused on women, 

perceived as key players in development (Schech and Haggis, 2000).  This too was 

limited due to its emphasis on economic indicators. It did not translate into 

development as people were not empowered creating a need for a more holistic 

conceptualisation of development integrating structural and human aspects of life 

(UNESCO, 1995).  

The development of TfD praxis in Africa has mirrored these transformations in 

perception of development (Nogueira 2002a). This has been central to the debate 

about exogenous and endogenous forms with a shift to the latter. Emphasis has been 

put on giving power to the people through participation and enabling their capacity to 

act as individuals and as collectives. This approach to development draws from 

Freire’s theory of development: conscientisation. Freire’s pedagogy is premised on 

dialogue, culture and the participation of people in their development.  This 
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conception of development draws on decolonisation and redefinition of the 

relationship between the developing and the developed countries on a subject-to-

subject basis. Grounding it in the philosophy of liberation, Freire perceives 

underdevelopment as a consequence of historical relations that created a culture of 

silence. According to him this silence manifests in domesticity, dependence and 

fatalism. These have undermined the critical consciousness of the oppressed and their 

capacity to perceive and engage with the world in a quest for being. As Coutinho has 

observed:  

The North and West … in claiming the right to define the truth of the East and 

South, and what is called ‘underdevelopment’ is at its deepest root a state of 

prostration of the spirit: objectively, a situation so defined by an overbearing 

culture and, subjectively, the condition of a mind which has meekly internalised 

its prescriptions. (Coutinho in Freire, 1970: viii) 

By situating underdevelopment in historical conditions and consciousness, the human 

person then becomes core to the notion of development. The relevance of Freire’s 

theory of development to this research is that it centres education as a means of 

development. This manifests in raising critical consciousness to enable action. It is 

about giving people power through enabling their capacity. By redefining the premise 

of development and education, Freire, like feminists who contest the prescriptive male 

oriented conceptions of knowledge constituted outside the experiences of women, 

contests prescriptive paternalistic approaches to development such as modernisation. 

He posits an alternative image of man ‘which is struggling to be’ (Coutinho in Freire, 

1970: vi). Coutinho in the preface to Freire’s Cultural action for freedom captures the 

essence of this philosophy as being ‘man’s vocation to be more … than what he is 

given at any time or place.’ Like the conception of gender as socially constructed and 

contingent in time and place, Freire conceives the (wo)man as in a continual state of 

being. This implies a ‘capacity for transcending what is merely given, what is purely 

determined’ (Coutinho in Freire, 1970: vi). In redefining reality, to include the 

perceptions of that physical reality, the human person becomes the centre of 

development. This conceptualisation of development is appropriate for feminist praxis 

and to this study because it privileges participation and experience and the knowledge 

of the women. Development is thus a process of ‘human growth towards the fullness 

of life’. This can only be achieved through conscientisation, a process by which 
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participants ‘as knowing subjects’ deepen their awareness of ‘the socio-cultural 

reality which shaped their lives and of their capacity to transform that reality’ 

(1970:20). 

Oppression and exploitation are perpetuated through mental colonialisation which 

structures and informs ways individuals think and their capacities to act upon their 

thought, what Freire calls thought-action. Women’s oppression and their fatalism or 

complicity have been partly explained in generational brainwashing (Ogundipe-

Leslie, 1994) in itself ideological disempowerment. Conscientisation as a process 

towards full humanity is manifested through identification of contradictions in life 

and individuals strategising to act upon the contradictions. Such transformations are 

posited as indicators of development.  

In the context of this study, conscientisation manifests in how the participants act to 

transform oppressive relations in their experiences as lived and as framed through 

performance. These transformations in plot as action aimed at transforming the 

fictional world of characters are rehearsals for life. This is because they are premised 

on participants’ apprehension of the essence of their gender experiences. It thus 

enables them with the capacity to act on oppression. As Ngugi argues, ‘the cultivation 

of an analytical mind does not generate strictly from a performance, but from the 

process of generating the performance’ (Ngugi in Byam, 1999:180). Development as 

progress should ideally meet the genuine needs and aspirations of a given people – 

what Els Postel-Coster, drawing on Amartya Sen (1990) defines as ‘the capacity of 

human beings to function in society’ (1995: 129). This empowerment or development 

in human capacity can be achieved only through praxis – action and reflection. ‘This 

act of knowing’ according to Freire ‘involves a dialectical movement…from action to 

reflection and from reflection upon the action to a new action. For the learner to know 

what he did not know before,’ it is essential for him ‘to engage in an authentic process 

of abstraction by means of which he can reflect on the action-object whole, or more 

generally on forms of orientation in the world. In this process of abstraction, 

situations representative of how the learner orients himself in the world are proposed 

to him as objects of his critique’ (1970:13).   

In the context of this study, indicators of authentic development will be appreciated in 

terms of the participation of women, the issues that they engage with, how the process 
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enables them to understand and/or articulate their situation and their awareness 

towards becoming more fully and fairly themselves. According to Goulet, such 

development: 

aims at the full realisation of human capabilities, men and women become 

makers of their own histories, personal and social…free[ing] themselves from 

every servitude imposed by nature or by oppressive systems…creat[ing] new 

webs of solidarity based not on domination but on reciprocity among 

themselves. (Goulet in Srampickal, 1994:10) 

Development is a systematic effort aimed at creating capacity for reflection, decision-

making and action. By constituting development as a process of humanisation I 

situate the workshop as a part of a wider dialogue to address women’s 

disempowerment. My analysis is informed by post-colonial gender theory. I will thus 

provide a brief overview of the nature of power relations between men and women in 

traditional African societies as a background to discussing the concept of gender 

equity. 

Traditional power relations 

Power relations in traditional societies were and are still to a great extent informed by 

status. Sudarkasa (1996) advances the notion of statuses to argue that women and men 

drew from a range of status bases: kinship, seniority, age and gender to exercise 

power in reciprocal relations of ‘complementarity’. Gender was not the single or even 

the most important factor shaping relations between women and men. For instance, in 

consanguinal relations, the concepts of wife or even husband was not gender specific 

as females could be husbands and men could be wives. An individual’s power shifted 

depending on the nature and statuses in the relations. Post-colonial feminists 

Alexander & Mohanty (1997), hooks (2000), and Sudarkasa (1996) have contested 

feminist praxis that focuses on gender as the explanatory concept for women’s 

oppression. They define it as paternalistic, essentialist and incapable of apprehending 

the experiences of women in the Third World and the variability and historicity of 

their situation. Recognising this, they argue, is key to agency. Thus, whereas women 

generally deferred to men, power in traditional society was not fixed on the basis of 

sex. It was manifested in relations depending on the status bases at play. A paternal 

aunt held multiple statuses, what Sudarkasa has called ‘clusters of statuses’ (1996:75) 

and wielded power as an aunt and (female) father to her niece, a sister in-law and as 
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husband to her brother’s wife. In this case power was derived from kinship and 

seniority. Senior wives also had power over the younger wives and titled women 

could marry wives (Amadiume, 1987).  

Maternity and motherhood was another source of power, what Potash referred to as 

the ‘matriarch of the household’ with grown up sons, ‘wielding considerable influence 

and power’ (1995: 78). Potash (1995), Amadiume (1987), and Sudarkasa (1996) cite 

examples of women’s associations and collectives for conflict resolution. Community 

landholdings for example gave women access to land; this also implied that women 

had capacity for self-support (Visvanathan, 1997 and Steady, 1996) and could provide 

for their homes. As Steady sums ‘the dominant ideology was group preservation and 

well-being ensured by institutionalised checks and controls to reduce tension, 

especially between the sexes’. She claims that there were clear roles for women in 

politics, social and economic activities of society which gave them a ‘measure of 

independence and autonomy’ enabling them ‘to develop their self-reliant capabilities’ 

(1996:6). 

Relations between women and men have been significantly altered by historical 

factors particularly colonialism which systematically introduced Cartesian relations 

(Amadiume, 1987; Tamale, 1999; and Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994). The divide of the 

domestic and public sphere, the assignation of the domestic to women and the public 

to men was problematic. The monetarisation of activities associated with male spaces; 

the devaluation of garden work with introduction of cash crops insidiously devalued 

women’s roles and occupations. The introduction of western education which gave 

priority to boys and a curriculum for girls which fostered housewifisation has been 

advanced to partly explain the disempowerment of women in Africa (Strobel, 

1995:14; Tamale, 1999:11; and O’barr & Firmin-Sellers, 1995:194). The introduction 

of monetary economy and access to goods and services sourced through earnings, 

mostly limited to public spaces, left women on the margins, disempowered and 

dependent. This shifted power relations significantly. Sudarkasa attributed these 

problematic hierarchical relations to ‘the development of private property and the 

market…economy, creat[ing] conditions where female and male became increasingly 

defined as unitary status that were hierarchically related to one another’ (1996:76; see 

also Tamale, 1999:6; and Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994:29). Women had limited access to 
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new status bases introduced through education and politics. Power as a means of 

access to resources became crucial to the well-being of communities. This interplayed 

with post-colonial relations leading to further marginalisation of people with less 

access to power owing to their diminished status bases. 

These transformations cumulatively impacted on women in general, redefining the 

nature of oppression. The factors that continue to shape gender relations and women’s 

oppression in particular are dynamic and diverse and interconnected in how they 

inform the experiences of women and ways they perceive these experiences. 

Development initiatives, such as the Basic Needs approach, and the Gender and 

Development approach, recognise the centrality of women in development as 

strategies towards gender equity. 

Gender equity 

I begin by stating that for my purposes the most useful conception of feminism, as a 

theory, practice and research nexus is Gayle Austin's simple but highly flexible 

formulation: ‘paying attention to women’ (1998: 136). Conceptualising feminism as 

such enables me to situate my research and analysis clear of the rich and diverse 

debates about feminisms. It allows me to draw from and ground my analysis on 

gender and other socio-historical relations. Post-colonial feminists (hooks, 2000; 

Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994; Sudarkasa, 1996; and Tamale, 1999) have advanced this as 

key to the differential construction of and oppression of the women from the so-called 

developing countries. Jaggar (1990) considers the ultimate aim of equity is for both 

women and men to have the same treatment and opportunities (Jaggar in Lorber, 

1994: 283). In Africa, the emergence of TfD as a cultural development strategy was a 

response to the failure of modernisation. Having recognised women’s marginalisation 

and their role in development, TfD was used to create space for women’s voices and 

participation. Equality was explored through initiating development interventions 

aimed at easing the lives of women. This was through, for instance, the provision of 

amenities to ease their roles (Mlama, 1991b). These attempts mainly focused on how 

to alleviate the burden on women without enhancing capacity. Women were not 

empowered to interrogate the social-historical basis of their oppression.  
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In Uganda, the concept of gender equity has been used affirmatively to narrow the 

gender gap through legislation and increase women’s visibility in education. In TfD it 

has mostly involved highlighting relations of oppression and performing interventions 

that mirror alternative relations of empowerment. In the context of this research, 

negotiating gender equity is constituted as a process towards non-oppressive gender 

relations, providing and/or enabling dialogic space to enhance women’s capacity to 

act in relations of mutual respect. Gender remains as one of the key concepts 

advanced by feminists to explain women’s oppression. I now discuss how I have 

conceptualised gender in this study.  

Gender 

Gender has been variously conceived: as a ‘routine accomplishment’ that men and 

women do as ‘part of their ‘everyday interaction’ (West and Zimmerman, 1987:125), 

as a performance, (Butler, 1988) and as ‘the socially defined capacities and attributes 

assigned to persons on the basis of …alleged sexual characteristics’ (Ogundipe-

Leslie, 1994: 153). Lorber (1994) provides a broader notion of gender as a social 

‘institution that establishes patterns of expectations for individuals, orders the social 

processes of everyday life, [and] is built into the major social organisations of society’ 

(1994: 1). In her conceptualisation: 

gender construction starts with assignment to a sex category on the basis of 

what the genitalia look like at birth....Once a child’s gender is evident, others 

treat those in one gender differently from those in the other, and the children 

respond to the different treatment by feeling different and behaving differently. 

(Lorber, 1994: 14) 

West and Zimmerman (1987) consider gender a subtle social construction that 

structures the lives of men and women, differently and significantly. While there is 

theoretical debate regarding the continuing usefulness of the sex/gender distinction in 

such definitions, the recognition of the socially constructed quality of gender remains 

the most valuable way of considering how gender is ‘scripted’ and ‘performed’ in 

culture. Culture thus is the nexus of gender construction, each society producing its 

category of men and women. The activities that identify each category are also in flux 

and as Lorber observes further, people are born genderless but they ‘have to learn to 

be women and men’ (1994:18).  The rationale of gender assignation is to give one sex 

power over the other. Categorised on the basis of sex differentiation the performance 
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of gender becomes a relation of dominance and deference. As West and Zimmerman 

observe, ‘gender is a powerful ideological device, which produces, reproduces, and 

legitimates the choices and limits that are predicated on sex category’ (1987:147).  

Gender, like language, kinship or technology, as Lorber observes,  is invented by 

cultures ‘for its usefulness in allocating reciprocal rights and responsibilities, work 

tasks, and the physical and social reproduction of new members of any society’ 

(Lorber, 1994: 292). Drawing from Acker (1988, 1990) she posits that ‘Gender is a 

human invention,’ which ‘organises human social life in culturally patterned ways’. 

That this manifests in ‘social relations in everyday life’ and ‘in the major social 

structures’. She concludes that ‘the social reproduction of gender in individuals 

reproduces the gendered social structure’ because ‘as individuals act out gender 

norms and expectations in face-to-face interaction, they are constructing gendered 

systems of dominance and power’(1994: 6).  

In the case of Uganda, the concept of gender has remained a problematic and often 

misconceived notion, particularly when applied within empowerment contexts. There 

has been a general misconception of gender to the exclusion of men (F. Mandy, 

personal communication, March 25, 2004). hooks (2000) and Alexander & Mohanty 

(1997) are critical of such conceptions of women’s empowerment arguing that they 

are narrow, separatist and simply unsustainable. Against this background, and 

drawing from the hostility that such approaches have generated in the programs in 

Uganda (see Chapter Four for related discussion on Strategic shortfalls, conception 

flaws and alienation, page 53). I recognise men’s participation as necessary to 

understanding women’s oppression and for agency. This enables the analysis of 

gender and other socially constructed categories that oppress women in Africa. The 

research will understand and observe gender from this perspective, as a feature that is 

temporal in space and time but as shaping the lives of men and women differently. 

Apprehending gender as temporal is an acknowledgement of its constructedness and 

therefore its potential negotiability. It allows its identification and the analysis of its 

function in women’s oppression. 

Particularity and difference 

The feminist notion of women’s experiences of oppression as structured by history, 

culture and geo-politics has remained key to Third World feminists’ criticism of 
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western feminism. Acknowledging the variability of women’s experiences, they 

argue, is vital for apprehending the lived reality of Third World women in specific 

location and times and as a premise for action. It is against this background that using 

gender as a lens for praxis in Africa has been advanced as insufficient. It is construed 

as imperialistic and an imposition of a western feminist agenda on The Third World 

women. hooks (2000) and Mohanty (1991 & 1997) agreeing with Terborg-Penn 

(1996) postulate a feminism that is humanistic, dialogic and involving.  In hooks’ own 

words:  

Separatist ideology encourages us to believe that women alone can make 

feminist revolution - we cannot. Since men are the primary agents maintaining 

and supporting sexism and sexist oppression, they can only be successfully 

eradicated if men are compelled to assume responsibility for transforming 

their consciousness and the consciousness of society as a whole. (2000:83) 

This postulation by hooks has to be embraced in the long-term. Any TfD project 

contextualised within the wider frame of negotiating gender equity cannot constitute a 

‘magic bullet’ attempt capable of fixing gender oppression. Knowledge gained 

through and from the experience is key in informing subsequent strategies for action. 

This conception of hooks is important to this study in at least two ways. It acts as a 

lens that partly informed my appreciation of earlier TfD initiatives aimed at 

empowering women (see Learning from Ugandan Contexts, page 49). These 

subsequently informed my choice, constitution and operationalisation of the main 

research project in Mulwadde II. Secondly, a postulation of women’s empowerment 

giving men a stake in it adds value to their participation and avoids pitfalls of the 

paternalistic modernisation strategies that did not involve the stakeholders in the 

development initiatives.  

As Alexander & Mohanty (1997) observes, the privileging of gender as the 

explanatory concept narrows the analysis to reductionist arguments that fail to 

apprehend the specificities of women’s experiences. These are situations that are 

specific to the construction of women. Negotiating inequality is a process of 

humanisation that seeks to transform the exploited and the oppressed from object to 

subject status (Freire, 1972). By enabling space for men’s perceptions and 

experiences it provides a more informed context for knowledge and empowerment. It 
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facilitates a more holistic understanding of the nature and sources of women’s 

oppression and the challenges of addressing them. For instance, research on women’s 

oppression indicates women’s complicity in the oppression of other women 

(Amadiume, 1987; Mohanty, 1997 and Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994).  

Culture, religion and indeed history interface to construct women differently. 

Mohanty (1991), Ogundipe-Leslie (1994), hooks (2000), and Tamale (1999) stress the 

necessity of appreciating the matrix of factors in analysis of the situation of men and 

women in Africa. Tamale notes that ‘gender analysis in the African context must 

incorporate a critique of the imperialist imposition of Western notions of gender and 

the effect of neo-colonialism on gender relations’. She locates the oppression of 

Ugandan women in an ‘integrated matrix’ of ‘indigenous culture’, religion, 

‘capitalism’, ‘imperialism’ and ‘neocolonialism’ (1999: 3). From the foregoing, it 

becomes clear that women, as constructed by history and culture, do not constitute a 

homogenous class. Specificity, locatedness and difference are important factors in 

understanding women's experiences and their variations across settings. I therefore do 

not limit my exploration of women’s oppression and empowerment within the context 

of gender alone. I seek to understand other factors and how they explain the 

oppression of women and how these inform their experiences and mediate in 

strategies for action. 

Such a way of seeing and praxis rooted in the daily experiences of people, and women 

in particular, is key to a feminist methodology for the construction of knowledge and 

its validation (Harding, 1987). This is central to praxis - reflection and action.  I draw 

from this notion, building on Freire’s concept of a dialogic education, to espouse the 

temporality of gender, conceiving women and ‘men as historical beings’. I locate TfD 

praxis as ‘a problem posing theory and practice’ that takes ‘man’s historicity as their 

starting point…affirm[ing women and] men … as unfinished, uncompleted beings in 

and with a likewise unfinished reality’ (Freire, 1972: 56-57). This defines the idea of 

an empowering education and highlights gender’s variability. This in effect calls for 

‘ideas and analysis that encompass a larger number of experiences that serve to unify 

rather than to polarise’ (hooks, 2000: xvii). The research considers participants’ 

perceptions and experiences of gender and how else the process of exploring these 

through theatre inform their ways of seeing and doing gender.  
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Negotiation 

This study apprehends negotiation in the context of dialogue. This draws on Freire’s 

theory of dialogics and an alternative education to the ‘banking’ form that perceives 

the learner as a vessel in which the teacher dumps knowledge. Dialogics is premised 

on a subject-to-subject relation between teachers and students as a community of 

learners engaged in critical dialogues (Freire, 1994). In the context of theatre, the 

thesis and relevance of dialogics is and has been about democratising and negotiating 

power relations in the theatrical space to allow the people a stake in the agenda of 

theatre, its interpretation and how to respond to it. The development of ideological 

theatre committed to social transformation has its roots in the search for participatory 

approaches. These aimed at transforming the theatre space to facilitate interactive 

relations between performers and audience. From Piscator’s ‘auditions [that] became 

public meetings’, Brecht’s invitation for a reflective audience to Boal’s dialogic 

‘forum theatre’ (Srampickal, 1994:23-26), participants’ involvement has been through 

intervening in the action, suggesting alternative action or exploring the issues after the 

performance.  

Underpinning this preoccupation with participation is the notion of dialogue, a 

concept that is central to debates about TfD as a tool for development.  Constituted 

against relations of oppression, dialogue as participation enhances ownership 

providing a frame for women and men to determine the agenda relevant to their 

humanisation. As discussed earlier in this chapter, modernisation was limited because 

it did not prioritise empowering the people with capacity to take action relevant to 

their needs and contexts. As highlighted in the Learning from Uganda contexts and 

Review of Related Literature and TfD Projects chapters, dialogic limitations in how 

TfD is addressing gender in Uganda and elsewhere in Africa (Dogbe, 2002) has been 

a key insight informing this research. ‘Development cannot be realised under the 

continuing conditions of silence or an illusionary voice. Under such conditions, only 

mere modernisation is possible’ (Freire, 1970:4). Freire is thus unequivocally arguing 

for authentic dialogue which, in his pedagogy:  

centres upon codified representations of the learners’ existential situations and 

leads…to their awareness of their right and capacity as human beings to 

transform reality…it is truly an act of knowing, through which a person is able 
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to look critically at the culture which has shaped him, and to move toward 

reflection and positive action upon his world. (Freire, 1970:5) 

The concept of negotiation like that of development is conceived as a process of 

dialogue. Apprehended as dialogue, negotiation becomes a participatory frame for 

parties that have a stake in creating just societies where human value is not dependent 

on gender or other bases of discrimination, dehumanisation and oppression. Gender is 

dynamic and circumstances that construct it being in flux makes negotiation 

imperative and its constitution as on-going dialogue inevitable. Negotiating gender 

relations and women’s oppression cannot be accomplished through a one-off attempt. 

Knowing and learning through action to reflection are a dialectical on-going process 

(Freire, 1970:13). Such conceptualisation is important in feminist praxis for 

empowering women through building capacity, collectives, solidarity and networking 

which require sustained planning, action and reflection. Conceptualised thus, the 

changes in awareness as manifested in reflection or action are constituted as indicators 

of development. Negotiation as on-going in terms of strategy and action links with the 

concepts of gender as transient and that of development as a process and outcome. 

My thesis is that to negotiate gender equity, we need to understand the perceptions 

and experiences of men and women in relation to women’s oppression. I hold that this 

knowledge is fundamental in strategising for action. In this context I situate the 

research within the wider processes of working towards gender equity and more 

specifically in negotiating women’s oppression.  

In the context of TfD practice in Africa today, the relevance of negotiation is 

emphasised in the search for more dialogic approaches that draw from participants’ 

experiences and privilege process over product (Kidd and Byram, 1982; Chinyowa, 

2005 and Kerr, 1995).  TfD interventions by their very nature are collaborative and 

involve a number of stakeholders: governments, NGOs, facilitators and the 

community. This raises challenges of ownership, and impacts on empowerment. How 

power is exercised and impacts on voice, agenda and participation has been a central 

pre-occupation in the definition of TfD. This debate has focused on participation. 

Facilitating participants’ ownership of the process of theatre-making and determining 

the agenda has been advanced as constituting empowerment in real terms. In the case 

of Uganda, dialogue on gender has been framed differently using outside-in 
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approaches, to catalyse discussion in the postproduction analyses after community 

performances (Lwabi, 1995) and in straight plays aimed at sensitisation (Fagil Mandy, 

personal communication, March 25, 2004; Frank, 1995 and Lutwama, 2003). This 

kind of dialogue is not deliberately structured to cause interactions between audience 

and performers. Through these forms of sensitisation TfD has nonetheless contributed 

to dialogues on women’s oppression - in their context, a form of negotiating equity. 

This research therefore deliberately positions dialogue as the centre piece of its 

process, constituting it as part of the process of negotiating gender. Within the 

workshop process itself, there were also different layers and levels of negotiation; 

between participants, between genders and given individuals as they explored their 

experiences and rehearsed alternative ways of being. Each new way of seeing that 

manifested (such as awareness of powerlessness being the cause of women-to-woman 

violence) is constituted as part of the experience of negotiation. Each regression such 

as participants receding to fatalism is appreciated as part of the process of negotiation. 

These provided pretexts for further reflection and action. Negotiation here is 

constituted as a sustained dialogue aiming to address oppression in order to empower 

women and advance gender equity. It is constituted in the experience and the nature 

of the experience and what we learn from it through theatre. From a praxis point of 

view, such a conception of negotiation is important for informing understanding, 

providing a context for action within the process of education. In this context: 

Dialogue becomes a horizontal relationship of which mutual trust between the 

participants is a logical consequence… Without dialogue there is no 

communication and without communication there can be no true education. 

(Freire, 1994:72-74) 

Thus, dialogue as ‘an encounter among men and women… nam[ing] the world’ is 

truly constituted ‘as an act of creation and recreation’ (1994:70). This constitutes 

dialogue in a context of negotiation as development. 

Conclusion 

Power, development, gender equity, and negotiation are the key notions used as a 

conceptual frame for this study. I have considered the prevailing inequalities that have 

necessitated this research as historically constituted. In particular, I have argued in 

this chapter that power and how it has been conceived as control and domination in 
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relations of race, economic and gender relations is central to the poor conditions and 

oppressive relations in developing countries. I have argued that the oppression of 

women was exacerbated by colonialism through introduction of gender values and 

social organisation that undermined the status of women and distorted their 

consciousness. Seeking a more enabling understanding of power I advanced the 

feminist conception of empowerment as creating capacity. This related directly to TfD 

and the feminist agenda of building individual and collective capacity against 

oppression and for development. I have drawn on Freire’s redefinition of reality as 

constitutive of objectivity and subjectivity (1994) to constitute conscientisation as 

development. Acknowledging gender as culturally constructed, I have drawn on 

Austin’s (1998) conception of feminism as ‘paying attention to women’ to frame my 

praxis (1998:136). I have argued, drawing on Post-colonial feminists, that gender is 

not a sufficient explanatory concept for women’s oppression and hence a need to 

consider, historical and other intervening factors contextually. I have also constituted 

praxis within Freire’s dialogics arguing that addressing women’s oppression requires 

negotiation. The negotiation is a multifaceted task operating at the individual and 

collective level. It is on-going and requires involvement of men and women as a basis 

for knowledge and agency. 



 

28 

CHAPTER THREE 

 REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE AND TFD 
PROJECTS  

Literature on TfD and gender is limited despite women being the majority of 

participants in TfD workshops (Kidd, 1985; Mlama, 1991b and Dogbe 2002). Their 

involvement has revealed a dominant undercurrent of women’s concerns. This chapter 

will therefore focus mostly on reviewing the projects highlighting the problematic of 

gender and TfD in Africa. It provides an overview of the some of the dominant 

themes in gender and TfD relevant to the study and then considers in detail specific 

TfD projects and related literature.  

Women’s subordination has been a matter of sustained interest in research and 

practice. Gender as a culturally engineered system of differentiation has informed 

feminist theory and praxis. Simone de Beauvoir’s (1989) proposition that femininity 

was constituted as the Other of masculinity through socialisation and that it varied 

from one culture to another became a defining moment for feminist thought. Whereas 

there is abundant evidence that women on the whole have been oppressed across 

cultures and history, feminists of different backgrounds have explained and prioritised 

women’s agendas differently. Postcolonial feminist literature has mainly drawn on 

colonialism and focused on definitional, conceptual, value and methodological 

questions. Mohanty (1991, & 1997) and Johnson-Odim (1991) have conceptualised 

Third World women in the context of colonial and postcolonial relations of systemic 

domination. Like Johnson-Odim (1991), hooks (2000) and Mohanty (1997) advance a 

contextually responsive feminist analysis. They contend that explaining women’s 

oppression as a gender problem is an imperialistic act of Othering by Western 

feminists. In their view such conceptualisation is reductive and does ‘mystify 

woman’s reality by insisting that gender is the sole determinant of woman’s fate’ 

(hooks, 2000:15).  

Women’s oppression in the Third World is explained as arising because of a 

multiplicity of factors; historical, socio-cultural, political and economic relations 

(Tamale, 1999). In other words, the Third World woman suffers multiple oppressions 

(Steady, 1996:4; see also Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994:28). Johnson-Odim has partly 
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located it in exploitative international relations. ‘These added dimensions’ she argues 

‘produce a different context in which Third World women’s struggles must be 

understood’ (Johnson-Odim, 1991: 314). Although postcolonial feminists agree that 

generally women were oppressed across cultures (Johnson-Odim, 1991; Ogundipe-

Leslie, 1994; hooks, 2000 and Mohanty (1991), Mohanty in particular argues that 

focusing on gender as an analytic category is ‘simplistic’ and ‘historically reductive’. 

Like hooks, she argues that such conceptualisation is ‘ineffectual in designing 

strategies to combat oppressions’ and instead serves ‘to reinforce binary divisions 

between men and women’ (Mohanty, 1991: 64). In hooks’ (2000) view, ‘when we 

cease to focus on the simplistic stance “men are the enemy,” we are compelled to 

examine systems of domination and our role in their maintenance and perpetuation’ 

(hooks, 2000: 27).  

Values and the value system have thus been a central concern of post-colonial 

feminist theory. Third World feminism has espoused social transformation through 

the interrogation of value systems as central to its agenda. This theme, in the context 

of praxis, links to an epistemological one of knowledge and knowledge production. 

Mohanty (1991) foregrounds historicity; context and particularly the woman’s point 

of view premised around their daily experiences as the authentic site of knowledge. 

Focusing on how women negotiate their daily interactions has led to foregrounding 

analysis of relations of power as another dominant area of concern. Positing that 

women are not absolutely powerless (hooks, 2000; Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994; and 

Janeway, 1980) feminists have focused their strategy in facilitating women’s capacity. 

hooks in particular argues that women’s multiple positionality on the margin in 

relation to the centre gives them a vantage position of double consciousness.  

Feminists situate the function of praxis as being to enable this capacity through 

conscientisation. hooks (2000) advances that ‘feminist activists’ need ‘to stress that 

the ability to see and describe one’s own reality’ is ‘a significant step in the long 

processes of self-discovery’ (2000:26).  Alexander & Mohanty, (1997) have referred 

to such process as constituting ‘decolonisation’. This ‘involves thinking oneself out of 

the spaces of domination, but always within the context of a collective or a communal 

process (Alexander & Mohanty, 1997: xxviii). Like Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) they 
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foreground reflection and action as key to social transformation. This is the central 

tenet of Freire’s (1970 & 1994) liberation theory of dialogic education. 

Freire’s theory has had a significant impact in shaping praxis in fields of education, 

feminism and theatre in the developing world. Although formulated in the context of 

adult literacy, Freire’s tenet of codification and dialogics redefined learning 

environments with transformative potential. This particularly lay in the recasting of 

the student-teacher relationship prescribing participation through learners naming and 

transforming their reality. Freire’s redefinition of reality as constitutive of the 

dialectical relations between objectivity and subjectivity qualified conscientisation as 

development.  

This effectively brought the human person to the centre of development. In effect, at 

the time when interventionist development models were found to be failing (Kerr, 

1991), Freire offered an alternative model that was participative and humanistic. This 

culture-based theory of development influenced development strategies that came into 

force in Africa in the 1970s (Mlama, 1991a & 1991b; Mda, 1993 and UNESCO, 

1995; see related discussion development, page 13). While the roots of TfD have often 

been explained in traditional performance (Kerr, 1996), the emergence of TfD 

practice in Africa has generally been explained in Freire’s dialogics and codification 

as an alternative to the modernisation theory of development (Mda, 1993; Kerr,1996; 

and Mlama, 1991a). Cognisant of how the theatre form mediates development, Abah 

(2003) considers this theatre form as an attempt to democratise performance space 

and give people ‘power’ and ‘voice’ (2003:82).  

A central question in TfD praxis has revolved around what constitutes empowerment 

and how it is realised. Other questions have addressed nomenclature, aesthetics, 

political commitment, participation, and action in the context of capacity and social 

change. Despite variations in name; TfD, Popular Theatre (PT), Community Theatre 

(CT), Theatre for Integrated Rural Development (THIRD) and People’s Theatre (PT), 

among others, all have an agenda of social transformation. Participation, drawing on 

the local art forms of communication and language, facilitation of critical awareness 

and the capacity for collective action have been central to the form. While ‘aesthetic 

pluralism’ has been espoused as a feature of TfD, given its malleability (Kerr, 1991 

and Odhiambo, 2001a & 2001b), TfD privileges process over product through 
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appropriate performative strategies where the community define the agenda and 

controls the process (Kidd & Byram, 1982). The role of facilitators and NGOs as well 

as TfD goals, methodology and outcomes have been theorised, debated and validated 

in the context of participation. Participation is thus a nexus of empowerment through 

conscientisation and action. These are likewise the central elements proposed by 

postcolonial feminists for agency. 

The Laedza Batanani project in Botswana was one of the earliest TfD projects. It is a 

model that influenced TfD practice in most of Africa from the seventies to the present 

mainly owing to the insights from its success and limitations. Eyoh (1991), Kerr 

(1996), Kidd (1985), Kidd & Byram (1982), Frank (1995), Mangeni (1998b), Mbowa 

(1998), Mlama (1991a &1991b), Mumma (1998) and Nogueira (2002a &2002b) have 

extrapolated the paradigm of TfD with variations of context. Eyoh identifies three 

essential components of this model as: ‘research’, ‘dramatic skills’ and ‘group 

dynamics’ (Eyoh 1991:3). Abah (2003) identifies six stages in the TfD process; 

‘Group building and sharing’, ‘research and information gathering’, ‘data analysis 

and prioritisation’, ‘scenario development’ and improvisation’, and ‘ performance 

and follow-up’ (2003:84-85). TfD as Mlama (1991b) observes is used to explore ways 

of deepening understanding of issues and looking for solutions:  

The people themselves concretize these problems and causes by transforming 

them into a dramatic performance that draws upon the community’s own 

theatrical conventions. Suggestions for solving these problems are also woven 

into the performances, after which the entire community discusses the issues 

raised and discusses strategies for coping with the problems that have been 

identified. (1991b: 43-44) 

However, in theorising TfD on the grid of participation as a pathway to 

empowerment, two main variants of TfD have been posited: inside-out/development-

from-within/endogenous/bottom-up and outside-in/development-from-

without/exogenous/top-down. Mda (1993) identifies the latter as useful for 

sensitisation and dissemination of development messages and the former as relevant 

for consientisation and action. Etherton and Crow (1980) and Kidd (1985) have 

explained the variations as representative of stages in the development from less to 

more participatory TfD (Etherton & Crow and Kidd in Nogueira, 2002b:105). The 
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limitation of such interpretation is imposing binaries and linearity on a very fluid form 

of theatre that often varies with context. This relates to another key question in TfD 

agenda - what Butake has called ‘hierarchy of needs’ (Butake in Eyoh, 1991:20. see 

also Kompaore 2005:30-32 ); which is about which of the two should take 

precedence: conscientisation or basic human needs?  

While political conditions in given countries have informed preferences of TfD forms 

by facilitators in those particular contexts, this binary perception of development and 

praxis attempts to separate the subjective from the objective. However, they are really 

part of the same dialectical reality. This study recognises binarism as a limiting factor 

that affects development praxis and argues for a more dialogic methodology that 

values women and men’s participation and the significance of material and non-

material resources. For instance, to focus on material needs, particularly when 

addressing women’s oppression, is to assume that the lack of basic needs is the cause 

of oppression. Women’s oppression, as I argue through this thesis, is historical and 

has constituted the subjectivity of women and men. It informs their perception and 

capacity for action. The focus on ‘priorities’ is prescriptive and has explained, in part, 

the absence of women’s voices in TfD praxis and literature.  

My preference for endogenous form(s) of TfD as more appropriate for feminist praxis 

is its capacity to enable participation. This in turn facilitates women’s voices and 

experiences as pretexts for action and reflection. Orality and in particular oral 

performance in terms of story, song and dance is a traditional feature of 

communication and education that typifies traditional forms of expression. For 

example Okumu, writing on oral forms of Acholi in northern Uganda has observed 

that ‘Acholi oral forms are the living performances in which performers and audience 

actively participate,’ because of their social significance (1990:65 & 93). Okumu’s 

reference to ‘living performances’ underscores the centrality of story-telling as a form 

that embodies social values and as a traditional vehicle through which Ugandan 

societies have explored their social existence. It also links to the dynamism and 

adaptive nature of the form. Mbowa (1999) highlights the versatility and functional 

use of orality citing the case of court musicians performing ‘songs’ to inform and 

educate the King. Most of Ugandan theatre still has a strong element of traditional 

performance elements with story-telling being the most dominant feature of theatrical 
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expression. ‘The traditional performance’ as Mbowa observes ‘presents itself as a 

communal form of cultural practice that is… open for improvisation, spontaneous 

intervention and general participation (1999:228; see also Abah discussion of the 

open-endedness of the oral genre page 222). The performative premise of this form 

has been advanced as enabling critical thought and agency; its indigenousness, its 

didactic and utilitarian function (Odhiambo, 2001a & 2001b and Kerr, 1991). For 

instance, Dlhomo, theorizing African theatre aesthetics posits its appropriateness as 

being in ‘its spontaneity and participatory qualities, its use of multi-media 

synaesthesia, and its ability to unite communities through a program of social control’ 

(Couzens in Kerr, 1996: 4). The participatory element is the common denominator of 

the indigenous African theatre aesthetic. This is seen as core to communication and as 

Dugga (2002) drawing on Kidd (1983), Mda (1993) and Abah (1994) argues oracy 

and creativity are central to the experience. Abah posits that the participatory and 

transformative capacity on the process-based form of TfD is in its ‘un-endingness’ 

allowing a range of perspectives and possibilities for action (see also Etherton 1988). 

In effect process-based TfD ‘functions as a form of research, discovering/rescuing 

problems, rendering them available for discussion, and initiating a dynamic search for 

solutions’ (Cohen-Cruz, 1999: 115,).  

A central focus of this study is to develop understanding of how TfD enhances 

women naming their world, problematising and exploring their marginality.  

Endogenous TfD avoids prescriptiveness and generalisation of people’s needs. As I 

have argued in the Conceptual Frames Chapter, the interface of historical and cultural 

factors have, on the whole, constructed women and men as categories mediated by 

power. While colonialism altered the cultural status and power bases to systemically 

disempower women, the modernisation model did not involve women in sharing their 

perceptions and experiences of the issues intended for their development (Mlama, 

1991b: 43). Thus, postcolonial theory and praxis in Africa and particularly in theatre 

and in gender have drawn on colonialism. Despite variances within feminism(s) 

(Maguire, 2006:61) about the nature and focus of a feminist agenda, one of the 

common positions in feminist literature is to highlight women’s historical location 

(see particularity and difference page 22). In the realm of theatre, feminists such as 

Catherine Schuler (1995) and Patricia Schroeder (1995) have advanced ‘pluralism as 
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a means of avoiding prescriptiveness’ and as a frame for addressing the diverse 

feminist theatre (Laughlin, 1995:11). Unlike western feminism(s), with a longer 

literary history, there has been comparatively less literature on the theory and praxis 

of feminism in the Third World (Alexander and Mohanty, 1997) and Africa in 

particular (Kerr, 1996:18).  

This lack has been very pronounced in the area of TfD. Some feminist theatre 

theorists like Patti Gillespie (1995) have partly explained the lack of literature on 

feminism and theatre by suggesting that in the academia’s perception, doing theatre 

and writing on theatre are separate. Postcolonial feminists have explained the lack in 

the  ‘class nature of the feminist movement’ and ‘racial hierarchies’ and the 

subsequent perception of the development of theory as strengthening ‘the power’ of 

dominant groups (hooks, 2000: 32). I would however explain it as partly arising from 

the colonial association of traditional theatre and indigenous culture which were 

undermined in the pre-independence period (See related discussion on cultural 

imperialism, page 14). This is supported by the writing of Mlama (1991a & 1991b), 

Kamlongera (1989), and Swantz (1985) who explore the negative impact of 

colonialism and post-colonial development models on culture.  

Even where literature on TfD in Africa exists, researchers and practitioners have 

acknowledged that it has been mainly in the form of descriptive accounts focusing on 

action and less theory (Chinyowa, 2005). In his review ‘Theatre for Development’: a 

Diary of a Zimbabwe Workshop, Kidd (1985) provides one of the most 

comprehensive treatments of African TfD projects so far.  Being a diary, it still 

however focuses more on detailing the process. One of the project’s main 

shortcomings, as Kidd acknowledges with hindsight, was the failure to deliberately 

facilitate women’s voices. Women’s concerns were subordinated to general 

community development issues. Such methodological shortcomings highlighted the 

importance of planning for women specifically within the workshop framework.  

The narrative character of most TfD reports has also limited knowledge about 

women’s experiences of oppression and contexts that inform women’s and men’s 

perceptions and strategies when negotiating equity. Generally, the theoretical 

underpinnings that inform practice and how practice is impacting on theory have been 
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lacking, especially in relation to gender and TfD in Africa. Kerr (1996) in his article 

African Theories of African Theatre articulates this point:  

Another interesting lacuna in African theatre theory is the comparative lack of a 

feminist perspective…I do not believe that this is entirely due to an absence of 

women's awareness of male dominance in African theatre practice…I believe 

that the primary task of African theatre theory, the need for the decolonization 

of both the theory and practice of drama, may have diverted attention from 

gender issues. (1996: 18) 

The section that follows focuses more specifically on research about women and TfD. 

Mlama (1991a) in Women’s participation in Communication for Development: The 

Popular Theatre Alternative in Africa provides one of the earliest written discussions 

about Women and TfD. She premises her analysis against a background of limitations 

of the modernisation model in enhancing women’s participation in development. 

Mlama (1991b) draws on two seminal workshops in Tanzania: Mkambalani and 

Namionga to advance the appropriateness and effectiveness of TfD as a medium of 

development communication. She concludes that TfD has a capacity to improve the 

lives of women and the community. This observation has remained a central premise 

of theatre practice and analysis in the area of women and TfD (Tanyi-Tang, 2000 & 

2001; Lwabi, 1995; Mbowa, 1998; and Odaga, 1997). My interest is in exploring and 

understanding women’s experiences within these contexts of practice and 

transformation.  

Unlike other literature that have been limited to ‘project’ narratives, Mlama (1991a & 

1991b) locates her analyses within the wider socio-historical context searching for 

participatory development models. Communication is perceived as central to this 

process. Popular theatre is posited as valuable for participation, mobilization, 

communication and as an ideal frame for women undermined by illiteracy, cultural, 

gender and other historical limitations (Mlama, 1991b). She demonstrates how 

popular theatre provides space for women to participate as communicators and 

recipients of the message. The form offers women a voice often not provided by other 

media and enables them to communicate their own ideas and experiences and 

participate in ‘the decision-making, planning, reviewing, evaluating and general 

discussion of issues’. Mlama concludes that incorporating ‘women’s viewpoint 
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enabled the community to obtain a proper focus on the problem and to propose 

appropriate solutions’. (1991b: 48) 

Mlama’s analysis underlies a utilitarian value of TfD as a developmental tool and 

indicates a shift in development thinking from a women’s needs-based approach to 

one recognizing women’s participation as a key element for development (Mlama, 

1991b: 42-43. Also see Schech and Haggis, 2000 for discussion of the rationale for 

this shift). Literature on TfD and women in this period (1970s to 90s) emphasises 

women’s participation, and how TfD enables and relates to development. This 

remains the overarching theme and ironically one of its major limitations. 

Performance indicators emphasise quantitative outcomes such as the number of 

female participants, boreholes drilled (Mlama, 1991b), roads constructed (Tanyi-

Tang, 2001) and children immunized and vegetables grown for nutrition (Mbowa, 

1998).  

Whereas structural development helps meet material needs of communities, the 

emphasis on quantitative outcomes overshadows the significance of the human 

dimension of development. This product-focused evaluation links to the question I 

earlier posed of how development should be measured in TfD; should it emphasise 

improving the welfare of communities or should conscientisation take precedence 

(Ahura, 1991; Butake 1991; Eyoh, 1991; Kompaore 2005 and Mlama, 1991a).While 

this question rages unabated it is intrinsically linked to issues of participation, 

ownership and voice which define any project’s emphasis and how outcomes are 

constituted. These are issues central to feminist praxis and more so in TfD processes. 

Martin Banham et al’s (2002) African Theatre: Women privileges voice in a formal 

theatre context and more specifically attempts to deepen the debate and provide 

insights into the experiences and challenges of women in ‘modern African Theatre’ 

(Plastow in Banham, 2002: xi). For instance, Christine Matzke (2002) considers the 

contribution of women to Eritrean theatre and the liberation struggle. Dina Amin 

(2002) and Esi Sutherland (2002) are among the authors who map various African 

women's voices in theatre. Understandably, given the stage of scholarly development 

in this field, these studies tend to be marked by discourses more familiar to the earlier 

phases of western second wave feminism. This includes representations of women in 
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theatre, highlighting female dramatists who were left out of the Canon (Case, 1988) 

and celebrating women’s work in theatre.  

These discussions are mainly informed by the western conception of theatre in the 

traditional sense of writers, directors, scripts and the formal stage. This has the effect 

of being elitist and overlooks knowledge about the lived experiences of the rural 

African woman and how theatre is enabling her, or not, through performance. Only 

Esi Dogbe in Visibility, eloquence & silence: Women & Theatre for Development in 

Ghana considers the extent to which TfD is facilitating discussion about gender 

concerns of the women in Ghana. Dogbe highlights the challenge of ownership when 

she points out that despite TfD projects involving women and issues related to gender, 

they often emphasize development agendas of NGOs sponsoring the programs. The 

structure and experience of these attempts do not enable women's voices. She 

identifies this as a ‘tension between the desire to cultivate genuine grassroots 

participation through indigenous cultural media and attaining sponsoring agencies’ 

goals’ (2002:87). Drawing from the Amansaman project in Ghana she concludes that 

while a large number of women participate in TfD they lack an authentic voice. She 

explains this as partly arising from ‘the lack of a critical mass of opinion and action to 

favour their in-put’ (2002:96).  

The limitation of not premising agency on the daily experiences of women, on their 

points of view and more especially the inclusion of prescriptive ‘educational 

messaging’, often assumes that the women are the problem. Dogbe for instance notes 

‘the performances overwhelmingly targeted behavioural change among women’ 

encouraging them ‘to work harder, keep their surroundings clean, develop eco-

consciousness and discipline their sexual behaviour’ (2002:88). Whereas this is often 

a methodological challenge that limits the exploration and authentic engagement with 

gender, these lead to engaging in victim-blame. This form thus seeks to change the 

women’s attitudes and behaviours to facilitate the realisation of the prescribed 

‘development’. This highlights a recurrent limitation of TfD projects in Africa: being 

structured on the interventionist model and their agenda determined externally 

without women’s participation. This limits room for transformative participation. The 

top-down structure influences the process and outcomes. The challenges of 

negotiating women’s issues are subsumed in the overall project aims. Examples to 
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illustrate this include Laedza Betanani (Chinyowa, 2005; Kerr, 1995 and Kidd & 

Byram, 1977 & 1982) Namionga and Mkambalani in Tanzania (Mlama, 1991a & 

1991b) Murewa workshop (Kidd, 1985) and Natyole and Lubombo in Uganda 

(Mbowa, 1998 and Frank, 1995). In these approaches even when women’s issues 

arise, as Mlama observes, it is mainly because of popular theatre’s ‘mode of 

operation’ that ‘assured that problems related to the oppression and exploitation of 

women would be raised’ (1991b:44; see also Dogbe, 2002:94).  

While Kidd and Byram (1982) posited that participation should be both a goal and a 

methodology in TfD, three years later Kidd (1985) acknowledged the failure to 

privilege women’s voices was a methodological one. He foregrounds a participatory 

process enabling divergence of opinion in the analysis of male-female relations. 

Reflecting on the Zimbabwe workshop, he observes:  

An alternative might have been to work solely with the women’s group on the 

first five days and then open it up to other members of the community, using 

the women’s discussion and drama-making as the starting point for the wider 

debate. The women were already organized and had the potential of taking 

action on issues. Their participation throughout the workshop was consistent, 

progressive, and enthusiastic. If we had worked with them the process would 

have been both a stimulus for their own organizing efforts, and a structured 

input to community discussion. (1985: 200) 

This challenge of a gender responsive structure in TfD is again highlighted six years 

later by Mlama (1991b). She observes that the Mkambalani workshop report noted: 

‘more could have been done to focus on the participation of women’, and that ‘most 

of the follow-up action was left in the hands of men, despite the fact that the active 

involvement of women could have helped to assure that more effective action would 

be taken’ (Mlama, 1991b: 49). This trend continued to manifest in Africa, occurring 

in Uganda (Mbowa, 1998 and Mangeni, 2004b), Cameroon (Tanyi-Tang, 2000 and 

2001), Kenya (Mumma, 1998 and Ogolla, 1997), Nigeria (Kidd, 1985; Ewu, 1999 and 

Dugga, 2002) and Ghana (Dogbe, 2002).  

Thus, TfD’s limitation in advancing gender has been partly related to the 

methodologies used and their capacity as discursive space. I will draw from Mbowa’s 

(1998) treatise of the Natyole and Lubombo projects to illustrate how limiting the 
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prescriptive outside-in initiatives are and have been enabling of authentic dialogue on 

gender equity. I consider this central to feminist praxis. Mbowa uses the Natyole to 

frame theatre’s capacity for mobilization and action. Citing a case where health 

workers failed to attract men in discussions on child-health, she argues that using TfD 

mobilized them because it created space for the whole community to participate in the 

post-production analysis. Her argument underscores that awareness is as crucial to 

men as it is to women, and that sensitized men could transform power over into 

solidarity for community development. Whereas the analysis indicates that the project 

works towards transforming men’s attitudes, it falls short of addressing the gender 

implications and conflicts that are explicit in the project. The concept of marginality is 

not followed through either in practice or analysis. Emphasis, and rightly so in the 

context of the NGOs’ development priorities, is on easing the burden of child 

malnutrition through sensitization of mothers about alternative nutritional options, but 

not on improving the lot of women. 

Mbowa’s analysis of the Lubombo project on the other hand highlights how 

prescriptive approaches can override the central gender concerns of communities and 

skews analysis towards the NGO agenda. For instance, in one of the scenarios a 

husband’s ‘right’ to sex from his wife leads to her infection and death. The play poses 

this problem and yet the post-production analysis focuses on condom use (the NGO’s 

agenda) and not on patriarchy and culture which are central to the oppressive 

genderscape. This, in my view, informs male promiscuity and women’s susceptibility 

to AIDS. Action and analysis of the women’s vulnerability and powerlessness are 

trivialised to safe sex - condom availability, distribution and use. Promiscuity, in a 

range of manifestations, has been articulated as one of the most dominant 

themes/concerns by women in nearly all TfD projects. Examples include: Laedza 

Betanani in Botswana (Kidd & Byram, 1982), Mkambalani and Namionga in 

Tanzania (Mlama, 1991b), Murewa in Zimbabwe (Kidd, 1985), Luwero, (Mangeni, 

2005), Gwafu, Kirundu & Magere (Lwabi, 1995) and Lubombo in Uganda (Mbowa, 

1998 and Bakebwa, 1994), Mundemba in Cameroon (Tanyi-Tang, 2001) and Kalong 

in Nigeria (Dugga, 2002).  

These projects ignore important questions like, what are women’s and men’s 

perceptions of multiple sexual partners? How can the process of TfD enable 
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understanding of the women’s and men’s experiences of promiscuity as they engage 

with this problem in the theatrical frame? Exploring these questions would provide an 

informed basis for ‘transformational action’ at the ‘personal and structural’ levels 

which ‘has always been the bedrock of feminism and feminist scholarship’ (Maguire, 

2006:61). The limitation of this NGO ‘agenda-driven’ model of TfD through 

predetermined themes (Prentki, Noguiera & Odhiambo, 2003) has therefore continued 

to affect the scope and priorities of programs. It affects how people see the problem 

and how it is evaluated. For instance, the scenario (above) shows orphaned children of 

the couple overwhelming their grandmother and the discussion focuses on the 

community-based efforts to support the orphans. This becomes part of the problem. 

While the issue of orphans is valid, the root of the problem - patriarchy - is not 

interrogated; gender issues are subsumed. This underscores a need for what I will call 

‘affirmative sensitivity’ to enable creating specific spaces to explore gender.  

As illustrated in the Natyole and Lubombo cases, another dominant TfD theme 

regarding women in Africa has been women-men tensions (which I will return to at 

the close of this chapter). For instance, Chinyowa (2005) examines elements of 

women’s oppression such as domestic violence, victim blame, and sexual abuse and 

considers how ‘urbanization and industrialization’ augment ‘the authority of 

indigenous patriarchy. In his view this ‘induce[s] a paternalistic mentality in men’s 

attitude towards women’. He concludes that as a consequence, ‘African women tend 

to internalize their marginal condition and remain subservient to men’ (2005:163). 

Chinyowa’s thesis is invaluable in highlighting how play in TfD symbolically offers a 

frame for interrogating oppressive and domesticating cultural norms, allowing the 

‘reconstitution of gender through symbolic interaction’. This in turn enables the 

interrogation of gender oppressive relations (2005:192). However, his exploration of 

gender and particularly women’s and men’s experiences is understandably limited to 

the aesthetic, his focus.  

Challenges of facilitation inhere in TfD dialogues and have become more pronounced 

when working with women and men. Often analysis of facilitation is not considered 

within the context of overall methodology and the significance of participation prior 

to the post-production discussion phase. Dugga’s (2002) article Development Agenda 

versus People’s Agenda: Theatre Diplomacy in Rural Central Nigeria, is significant, 
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not so much for his emphasis on facilitation skills but as an exemplar of gender 

related tensions that have permeated a number of TfD workshops (Kidd and Byram, 

1982; Mbowa, 1998; Mlama, 1991b and Tanyi-Tang, 2001). Dugga (2002) articulates 

his dilemma in a TfD project in Kalong (Plateau State central Nigeria) where, while 

working on female reproductive rights, gender conflicts destabilised the workshop: 

To make matters even more difficult, the conflict at hand pitched the men 

against the women and any discourse about more rights for women would not 

only cut across traditional practices but take sides in the present conflict. 

(Dugga, 2002:110) 

While Dugga advocates conflict resolution skills for facilitators, most importantly, 

this experience underscores a need to anticipate these tensions and to deliberately 

strategise to enable dialogue and participation in projects involving women and men. 

Patriarchy cannot sufficiently explain these tensions and neither would essentialist 

approaches to praxis skewed towards one gender (women). There is a need for a 

praxis that acknowledges the social, cultural and gender dynamics contextually and 

which premises its action within an inclusive participative frame. I consider this as 

mainly a problem of methodology. Authentic participation in all the stages of the 

theatre cycle would enhance a sense of ownership.  Secondly Dugga’s analysis raises 

issues of power. However, analysis of power aimed at building capacity and causing 

action cannot be limited to the theatre participants considered only within the frame of 

performances. This risks excluding the NGOs and facilitators whose power 

significantly influences the agenda, the process and the outcomes. In the case of 

Kalong (above), by NGOs prescribing a health agenda, the facilitators and 

participants were precluded from interrogating or reporting the underlying 

explanation of gender tensions that arose in the project. Dogbe (2002) explains this 

problem as arising from the ‘linear model of communication’ used by agencies. The 

focus is on ‘accessible cultural media’ being exploited to facilitate achievement of the 

goals national goals (Dogbe, 2002:87). This in turn raises challenges and insights 

relating to which forms may be most suited for a feminist agenda of creating capacity. 

Participation must be central to goals and to the methodology in TfD praxis (Kidd and 

Byram, 1982).  
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Whereas NGOs have played a dominant role in defining and influencing TfD’s 

engagement with gender, not all practice has been under their aegis. Academics 

researching gender in and through TfD have revealed specific insights that relate 

mostly to the challenge of methods of researching women through TfD. These 

challenges are evident in the reports of Lwabi (1995) Popular theatre and the gender 

debate: The case of Magere, Kirundu & Ggwafu Drama Groups in Uganda, and 

Tanyi-Tang (2000) Unpeeling the Onion of privilege: Songs of villagers, women, 

lepers and Pygmies and Tanyi-Tang (2001) Theatre for Change: an analysis of two 

performances by women in Mundemba Sub-Division. Lwabi’s appraisal of theatre as a 

frame for women’s empowerment is similar to the earlier attempts that conceptualized 

women’s participation in the perspective of economic development (see Mlama, 

1991b above). She argues that addressing the gender inequities would enable women 

participate ‘economic growth and development’ activities. She therefore sees Popular 

Theatre as a means of ‘inviting women who are marginalized to speak out real life 

situations’ [italics added] and that doing so would ‘widen their horizons and help 

them see the variety of opportunities for self-betterment’ (1995:43). Lwabi echoes the 

ideological position of the Ministry of Women in Development calling for gender 

sensitization workshops of 1993, (MWDCY, 1994: 12-17). (For a related discussion 

see also Learning from Ugandan Contexts, pages 53-54). For instance, she posits 

TfD’s role being the positive imaging of women, and prescribes portrayals of 

‘positive role models which do not reinforce negative stereotypes’. Like Mlama 

(1991b), Lwabi urges for research on how theatre could enhance gender to ‘enable 

society to work towards creating the conditions that would allow women to contribute 

most effectively to the country’s development’. (1995:16-17) 

Lwabi’s significance to my research is mainly in the methodological perspective she 

adopts and the conclusions she draws from her experience. Having worked with an 

exclusively women’s group, she recognised and acknowledged retrospectively the 

significance of men’s participation in negotiating gender. (The significance of 

working with men will be considered more specifically at the close of this chapter.) 

Secondly, unlike most other research in this field, she highlights the centrality of 

participants’ voices in feminist praxis. She draws from the voices of the participants 

in the Focus Group Discussions (GD) and observes development towards ‘building 

confidence’, ‘self-respect’ and ‘values like justice and solidarity among women and 
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men’ (1995:86). Lwabi is possibly able to focus on the human dimension of women’s 

development because she has control over the agenda.  

The trouble with a number of TfD analyses and particularly those by practitioners is 

the tendency to romanticize the transformatory power of theatre (Mbowa, 1998: 269-

70 and Tanyi-Tang, 2001:23).Trapped in the process/product tension; they yield to the 

pressure of focusing on empirical evidence of ‘transformation’. For example, whereas 

Mbowa (1998) in her article: TfD: empowering Ugandans to transform their 

condition foregrounds conscientisation and well-being as dimensions of development 

her analysis emphasises empirical outputs. I do agree that TfD projects have exhibited 

positive measurable change in terms of action. This has included (as mentioned 

earlier) the construction of roads which enables women to transport produce (Tanyi-

Tang, 2001); improvement in child health and nutrition (Mbowa, 1998) and the 

construction of bore holes (Mlama, 1991b). The developments have undoubtedly 

eased tasks women perform within their gender roles. However, the emphasis on 

‘magic’ of TfD and its capacity for instant development shifts the focus from the 

process to product and therefore obscures the experience of learning and the human 

dimension of development. This is a subject that Lwabi underscores and which my 

research explores through deliberately privileging the process and foregrounding the 

lived experiences of men and women. My research aims to facilitate their perceptions 

through a dialogic engagement for the purposes of understanding and enhancing their 

consciousness of their lived situations. The study observes the journey of participants’ 

experiences and their analysis of their own lived experiences and perceptions as 

manifested and expressed through the performative frame. 

Whereas theatre practitioners have often not developed a reflexive distance from TfD 

workshops they are engaged in, academics have tended towards positivist approaches 

to analyses of performance. For instance, although Lwabi uses TfD to frame her 

investigation, she relies mainly on secondary sources; library and post-production 

interviews that do not draw closely from the performances. The post-production 

discussions were limited to ‘agree[ing] with or to repeat the problems presented 

through the drama’ (1995: 46) she noted that the audience participated ‘whenever 

possible.’. The researcher’s role could also be made clearer than simply ‘taking note 

of all that was said’ (1995:45). Her analysis does not draw specifically from the 
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theatre process and the plays in particular. And yet this is an important site of 

experience and knowledge production in feminist praxis. The questions, beside 

interviewer bias, could have facilitated more discussion if they were less structured. In 

her study this created a limitation in assessing how drama might function as a tool in 

the context of experience and performance.  

TfD approaches in Africa are significantly informed by the circumstances and context 

in which they exist (Horn in Eyoh, 1991:2). In countries like Kenya, women’s 

collectives have used performance as a strategy for their development (Van Erven, 

2001 and Odaga, 1997). Odaga (1997) in Theatre and Women’s Groups in Drama 

and Theatre Communication in Development: Experiences in Western Kenya 

premises her analysis on ‘community participation as a concept for self-help’ 

grounding her argument on the significance and value of ‘African’s culture and 

tradition’ (1997:49). Kenya has a long history of women’s collectives. The most 

notable is maendeleo ya wanawake which has been informed by the harambe 

philosophy, espoused in the concept of self-help Odaga refers to above. Considering 

the function of women’s groups within the context of theatre as a more effective tool 

for development agencies, Odaga draws from cultural communication codes to 

advance its value for women’s development. While her argument echoes a motif 

recurrent in a number of TfD projects that the form enables women to participate in 

the process of development (see also Mlama, 1991b; Mbowa, 1998; Lwabi, 1995; and 

Tanyi-Tang, 2000 & 2001) she borders on the romanticisation of culture. This 

obscures culture’s problematic relation with gender and gender equity attempts, a 

challenge which Dogbe highlights (2002: 87). 

With reference to Horn’s observation (above), women have, in certain contexts, used 

indirect strategies of persuasion to advance their agenda in very patriarchal, 

hierarchical social environments (Mlama in Eyoh, 1991; Butake in Eyoh, 1991 and 

Tanyi-Tang, 2002 & 2001). In these contexts, the process has been less interactive 

and more focussed on communication and sensitisation. Tanyi-Tang (2001) highlights 

this problem explicitly in her exploration of women’s use of theatre to communicate 

their grievances to government officials in Megang and to government officials and 

men/husbands in Mundemba. The analyses of  Megang (2000) and Mundemba 

explore how underprivileged women use symbolism, mime, dance and allegory as 
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strategies to communicate, appeal to and draw the attention to their oppressor 

(Government officials and men) about the plight of women and to facilitate 

development (2001:30 & 36). Tanyi-Tang observes of the Megang drama: ‘the 

women’s performance gleefully made a concealed but recognizable appeal to 

alienated, deprived people and strongly opposed the class stratification of the whole 

male dominated establishment’ (2000:75). While this particular performance would 

pass for a one-off entertainment for guests, the recognition of the patriarchal and 

hierarchically gendered social structure that Tanyi-Tang foregrounds qualifies this 

theatre as a legitimate experience contesting women’s oppression. (See Nogueira, 

2002a, for a discussion of the validity of Mendemba projects as TfD). 

However, Tanyi-Tang’s study shows, by default, how methodology impacts on praxis 

especially in feminist research. Although she indicates a participatory methodology 

and a variety of data collecting methods, her analysis highlights the limitation of 

presentation and representation in positivist outside-in TfD research. From a praxis 

point of view, the experience demonstrates the limitations of indirect appeal 

strategies; asking for answers instead of raising questions. Whereas it may have been 

the most appropriate form for women in a highly patriarchal context, this experience 

underscores how this form is limited in addressing the underlying causes of 

oppression. The post-production phases were not dialogic. Communication was top 

down with women appealing to the government officials. The officials ‘rebuked’ the 

men and the men did not talk back (2001: 29-30). Power over was pronounced and 

duplicated in all performance and post-production relations. In the case of the 

Christian Women’s Fellowship (CWF) performance, the chief-guest appreciated the 

performance and advised women to conduct their messages without offending men 

[italics added]. While Tanyi-Tang as an observer was understandably limited in her 

ability to negotiate the process, the experience and her analysis highlighted the 

significance of participation as a methodological issue in TfD. It mediates in the 

process’s capacity to elicit authentic dialogue. These limitations are implicitly 

revealed, but not acknowledged by the researcher.  

From a post-colonial point of view, I also found Tanyi-Tang’s selection of site: ‘one 

underdeveloped region from the French-speaking Zone (formerly French Cameroon) 

and another’ from ‘the English-speaking Cameroon (formerly British Cameroon)’ 
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(2001:24) an interesting choice. Although she did not explain the motive for the 

sampling, the performances she analysed had underlying historical and post-colonial 

feminist underpinnings implied in her discussion of the problems of infrastructure. 

Nogueira makes an incisive analysis of this postcolonial theme in her review of this 

project (2002a:104). The challenges included impassable roads and drivers’ 

preference for male passengers because men have the strength to push vehicles when 

they get stuck in the mud. The study’s limitation arises from the exploratory nature of 

her work. She aimed to ‘find out whether these underdeveloped regions produce TfD’ 

(2001:24) without a specific focus on women. Neither the research nor the theatre and 

analysis were focused on the process. 

What this highlights, as observed in the case of Lwabi (1995) is the problematic of 

structuring research mainly on observational methodology for data gathering. A 

general feature of presentation in most of the reports is that the researchers take an 

outside-in or bird’s eye analytical perspective. While they tend to focus on women 

informants they appropriate women’s voices (Dugga, 2002, Mbowa, 1998; Tanyi-

Tang, 2001; and Odaga, 1997). While this does not diminish the knowledge 

generated, it is basically one-sided. Mlama (1991b) attempts to overcome this through 

her description of the process and inclusion of the voices of women participants. 

Lwabi’s attempt is limited by the structured nature of her questioning route which 

does not enable exploration of experience and pre-empts bias against men (1995:55-

57). Appreciated from a feminist point of view, this is a positivist limitation that does 

not enable sufficient exploration and understanding from the point of view of 

women’s daily experiences. This ‘bird’s eye view’ perspective raises questions of 

voice and representation that Mohanty (1991) foregrounds. Whose voices are we 

listening to? To what extent does (can) the author represent the voice of the women 

(and men)? How does the process of TfD enable their voices and our understanding of 

those voices? How does it enable our understanding of how gender is perceived, 

experienced and negotiated in TfD? I consider these as central in feminist praxis. 

They are crucial for effective TfD and gender equity in Africa and particularly for 

Uganda the context of this research. 

I would like to complete this review with insights drawn from a common tendency 

towards dichotomization in TfD praxis where the process posits women and men as 
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binary. Most projects have focused on women as participants and only involved men 

at the discussion phase (Mbowa, 1998; Tanyi-Tang, 2001 and Lwabi, 1995). Men’s 

voices are not represented. In effect men have not been fully part of the process 

despite the practitioners espousing participation as the common denominator of TfD. 

Often involvement and participation are used synonymously. A clear example is with 

Rose Mbowa’s (1998) analysis of the Natyole project, where initially reluctant men 

are transformed by the TfD and allow their wives to get involved. The men are said to 

have attended the show and even helped their wives in stage construction. 

Involvement is not synonymous with participation and may not indicate 

transformation in the context of TfD. Transformation relates to knowledge and action; 

conscientisation. It is a product of participation and is ‘a central factor in any strategy 

for change in the community’ (Abah, 2003:83). Transformation can only authentically 

emanate from an applied conception of participation that facilitates ‘full integrat[ion]’ 

and this is only possible if the process can enable us to confront the reality and 

participate in its transformation (Freire in Abah, 2003:83). 

My thesis is that excluding men from the process assumes men are the problem, 

which is a fallacy (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994) and Amadiume (1987). As Mohanty 

(1991) and hooks (2000) have argued, it provides a skewed understanding of what 

informs women’s oppression and gives a narrow frame for agency.  Like Kidd (1985) 

I agree with Mlama’s observation that, ‘the participation of women needs to be 

specially fostered because it is so often ignored’ (1991b:52). I am also cognisant of 

Kidd’s observation that the women’s voices constitute just one side of the coin in 

gender dialogues. Besides if men are the problem, alienating them as ‘the enemy’ 

shifts the focus from the underlying causes of oppression and undermines agency. The 

Natyole project was initially shunned and undermined by men because of its separatist 

methodology. It only ‘succeeded’ when men cooperated. The Kalong project ‘failed’ 

because of the limitation in providing a dialogic structure involving both genders. 

Lwabi acknowledges retrospectively the need to involve men for a productive 

engagement in gender debate too (1995:68). Against a background of having worked 

with a women’s group, Mlama observes that ‘the perspectives of both men and 

women are necessary in arriving at realistic solutions to development problems.’ 

(1991b:52). A number of feminists including hooks (2000), Ogundipe-Leslie (1994: 

230) and Alexander & Mohanty (1997) discuss at length the importance of involving 
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men in creating awareness and addressing the subordination of women. They argue 

for a feminist method that recognises men as part of the problem, and as players in 

achieving equality. In order to understand and meaningfully address the oppression of 

women in particular, engaging the views of men is simply essential.  

While my research appreciates the outcomes that the above approaches have provided 

for improving women’s situations and capacity for action, I draw on the insights 

gained to ground my research on women’s and men’s experiences of gender and as a 

point of departure for exploring and generating knowledge about TfD process in 

relation to gender equity. More specifically, this thesis considers: aspects of gender 

manifested in the interaction; how the women and the men respond to the gender 

issues; and what effect theatre is having on the responses of women and men to the 

gender issues. It attempts to explain what is being observed in terms of TfD and 

gender theory. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

LEARNING FROM UGANDAN CONTEXTS  

In executing the field project my methodology was informed by insights from my 

participation, as facilitator, trainer, adjudicator and researcher in the women’s 

empowerment-through-theatre movement in Uganda. This was from the late 1980s to 

the early 2000s. This period has been advanced as ‘a turning point in the history of the 

women’s movement in Uganda’ (Bainomugisha, 1996:90; see also Fagil Mandy, 

personal communication, March 25, 2004). However, using theatre to rally 

populations around government programs was not new in Uganda or even in Africa 

(Chifunyise, 1991; Chinyowa, 2005; Cook, 1999; Kamlongera, 1989; Kerr, 1995; 

Mlama, 1991 and Odhiambo, 2004). 

In this overview, I specifically draw from the Agit-prop theatre organised by the 

Directorate of Women affairs of the National Resistance Movement secretariat. These 

were mobilization for development drives in the form of Youth and Women’s 

Festivals in 1988 and 1989 respectively. The Ministry of Women in Development 

(MWD), formed in 1988, also used theatre to mobilize women for policy development 

and gender sensitization of theatre artists (1993 -1995). The current Ministry of 

Gender, Labour and Social Development (MGLSD) continues to sensitize 

communities and government employees in gender awareness and gender responsive 

management and planning. The MoE ’s Schools’ Theatre Festivals offered useful 

insights too. The last category I draw on is initiatives by NGOs and specifically Isis-

WICCE. I have taken a chronological approach to reflect the development of my role 

and how this informed my strategy particularly in the build up to my PhD research. 

Creating space for women 

The significance of these festivals, particularly the 1989 Women’s Festival, was in 

enabling many women to perform for the first time in Uganda’s history. The Youth, 

Women’s and Schools’ Festivals were the most prolific theatre acknowledging the 

importance of gender equity and highlighting it through mass performances. 

Traditionally, theatre groups were mainly owned and managed by powerful men 

whose voices dominated the performance space. Women’s entry into this theatre was 

affirmatively structured to increase their visibility and participation (E. Lwanga & J. 
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Walugembe, personal communication, June 12, 2004). The entry of women 

democratised and empowered the theatre space. The second development linked to 

giving women voice was pre-empting the agenda through provision of themes. 

Drawing on the themes, women contextualised and performed their experiences. 

Equitable gender representation(s), gender sensitivity and ‘how [plays] treated 

women issues in development’ were central elements in performance assessment and 

appraisal during the festivals (E. Lwanga & J. Walugembe, personal communication, 

June 12, 2004).  This affirmative strategy led to burgeoning of women-focused 

narratives. Fagil Mandy, the initiator of this strategy, described it as reality theatre: 

People were talking about situations that were being experienced … women [were] 

acting the circumstances under which they live[d]. So you saw reality on the stage (F. 

Mandy, personal communication, March 25, 2004). 

This was a new dynamic that subsequent TfD initiatives, aiming to advance gender 

equity, drew from. Themes explored included women’s experiences as victims of 

discriminative cultural practices, and the challenge of negotiating between personal 

freedom and women’s gender role as mothers. For instance, a performance by 

Masindi women:  

Advocat[ed] against polygamy but also it was saying women must be very careful 

because some children will be thrown on the streets instead of living together (F. 

Mandy, personal communication, March 25, 2004). 

This experience underscored the significance of participation, its potential to facilitate 

ownership and voice, and the capacity for knowledge on gender when women are 

centred as subjects and when their experiences are drawn on as a pretext for reflection 

and action. Schools’ Festivals which have explored gender equity for a longer period 

(because of the existence of a support structure) became significant in gender 

sensitisation particularly after 1995 when gender equity was enshrined in the 

constitution. This provided a pretext for theatre to explore development concerns. 

Sub-themes of gender relations and women’s empowerment emerged as inevitable 

outcrops of these developments.  The Youth and the Schools’ Festivals signalled 

dialogic opportunities through involving both genders in performance.  

However, participation and its implications for women’s empowerment remained a 

challenge and a learning point for praxis. It had a strong agit-prop exogenous 

character. Nogueira (2002a) identified agit-prop theatre as aiming ‘to inform, to 
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educate and to mobilise to action’ (2002a:106). It had an anti-colonialism stance 

seeking to conscientise women against imperialism and exploitation as a strategy for 

development. It focused more on women as a function in development. According to 

Lwanga, women, like youth were to: 

Look at our history and see what has happened … in particular [the] 

concept of imperialism [and the] exploitation of our people …the aim of the 

festival [was]; …to get the youth on board for development … (E. Lwanga & 

J. Walugembe, personal communication, June 12, 2004). 

The ideological goal defined the commitment and the structure of this theatre. Despite 

providing women the opportunity and space to perform their experiences, prescribing 

the festival’s agenda inadvertently limited genuine participation and that is where it 

inherited its major limitation. The problem with such a top-down strategy is that it is 

often premised on a false paternalistic presumption of the people as lethargic, inactive 

and waiting to be awakened by outside intervention. For instance, Lwanga claimed 

that prior to the mobilisation through theatre ‘people were just saying “things are bad, 

I have no money …and poverty is biting all over”’ (E. Lwanga & J. Walugembe, 

personal communication, June 12, 2004). This banking-education mentality has been 

criticised for failing to dialogically engage with the people in the process of education 

(Kerr, 1995. See also Kidd & Byram, 1982:84 on ‘victim-blaming analysis’). Kidd 

(1979) argues that this amounts to ‘scapegoating the poor’ for their ‘deficiencies or 

inadequacies’ (1979:5).   F. Mandy while emphasizing the role of themes in helping to 

focus the festival activity ‘particularly if it is going to go to the ground’, 

acknowledged that it was ‘a mechanical way of doing it, forcing,’ (F. Mandy, 

personal communication, March 25, 2004).  

Like earlier popular theatre projects in East, Central and Southern Africa that ‘did not 

originally set out to address women’s issues’, but raised them by virtue of theatre’s 

‘mode of operation’ (Mlama, 1991:44), NRM’s women’s theatre was a seminal 

women’s theatre by default. The recognition of the significance of ownership and its 

function in enhancing dialogue was important for subsequent attempts in rethinking 

participation, determining the agenda and privileging experience. 
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Appropriation and ideological limitations 

The Women and Youth Festivals’ focus on ideology highlighted the challenge of 

constituting the women’s problematic as a function of development. When this 

happens, propaganda often takes precedence over gender. It structures experience, 

becomes ritualistic and undermines voice and participation. In the case of the 

Schools’ Festivals, the method of work was ad hoc and susceptible to manipulation 

(E. Lwanga & J. Walugembe, personal communication, June 12, 2004). As Kerr has 

observed, often ‘the state hegemony [attempts] to appropriate theatre for 

Development’ through indirect means (1991:66) and this limits theatre’s capacity for 

systemic analysis. It also affects theatre’s sustainability. And as Kidd noted in his 

article popular theatre and popular struggle in Kenya: the story of Kamiriithu, ‘it is 

the organisation which gives the work continuity’ (1983:302).  

Fagil Mandy conceded that the Youth and Women’s Festivals were intended for 

political mobilization for development as ‘most of them were formed because of the 

circumstances then’. In his recollection, ‘no single group that rose from the 

movement’ exists. This utilitarian interest coupled with organisational weaknesses 

and particularly structuring the festivals within the party’s political mobilisation 

structures and hierarchy made the future of these empowerment initiatives very 

ephemeral. And as Mda (1993) observes, ‘state-run and propaganda theatre has the 

limitation of naiveté in assessing problems of social development and advocates 

short-term solutions within the context of political pragmatism’ (1993:19). 

Recognising the significance of ownership was key to meaningfully engaging in 

subsequent attempts. This implied rethinking methodology and particularly the 

agenda and participants’ experiences. Affirmative sensitivity was important and this 

could be structured into the methodology.  In exploring gender themes it was crucial 

to draw from the participants’ lived contexts. 

Sensitizing Theatre 

In April-May, 1993 the MWDCY with the assistance of the Danish Overseas 

Development Agency (DANIDA) organised two gender sensitization workshops at 

the Uganda Management Institute in Kampala (MWDCY, April & May, 1993). 

Whereas enabling women to become autonomous agents of change was a theme of 

these workshops, theatre was targeted for its perceived role in reinforcing stereotypes. 
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The workshops sought ‘to redirect [theatre’s] thinking towards gender sensitivity and 

consciousness’ (Speech by Minister of MWD 24th March 1993). This inclination and 

the binary perception of gender oppression as a women-versus-men problem became 

a limitation of the workshops.  

Strategic shortfalls, conception flaws and alienation 

When gender equity initiatives emphasise enabling the women through affirmative 

action, gender is often misconceived as being synonymous with woman. This places 

man in opposition with woman and culture versus gender; causing suspicion 

especially among the male participants. Gender equity was presented as a struggle 

that women must wrest from men and culture. For instance, Yeri Wakabi of the 

Federation of Uganda Women Lawyers (FIDA) claimed that the operational and 

conceptual framework of human rights was patriarchal. Against this background she 

implicated theatre ‘in the suppression of these rights’ through what she called 

‘discrediting’ ‘isolation’ ‘undercutting’ and ‘negative imaging of women’. She 

proposed ‘employ[ing] more gender sensitive people in the theatre’ as a remedy to 

what she claimed was ‘incompetence…used in art’. She emphasised that this would 

help to ‘speed up women’s rights movement’ (Wakabi in MWDCY, Gender 

sensitisation workshop report, 1993, April). Jeanne Gross (1977) arguing for a 

transformative conception of feminism emphasises that it’s through ‘dialogue with 

others’ that we can have a ‘reality check for our goals’ (Gross in hooks, 2000:28). 

Ironically the workshops were intended to enlist the cooperation and participation of 

men as the dominant forces in theatre. Participants questioned the sustainability and 

viability of a separatist woman-centred interpretation of gender. Lwanga a participant 

in the workshops asked: 

is it really going to work like this? …. Who is involved? For them (women) they were 

more or less saying it is the women. ‘It is us, it is us, it is us’ [In his view] ‘It is not 

just for breasts even the tail must be there (E. Lwanga & J. Walugembe, personal 

communication, June 12, 2004).  

According to J. Walugembe, the demand for conceptual clarity became a central 

concern for male participants in the MWDCY’s workshops. Participants were also 

critical of the absence of a male facilitator on the concept of gender. Negotiating 

gender through blaming and talking down to men was a strategy oversight that 
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produced negative responses. For instance, besides voicing their concerns through the 

plenary sessions, male participants used other strategies to resist.  

Stigmatisation and invalidation 

African feminists are often stigmatised as discordant, disgruntled, frustrated spinsters 

or even lesbians (Informant A, personal communication, May 15, 2004; Ogundipe-

Leslie, 1994 and Strobel, 1995). For instance, male participants dismissed unmarried 

female facilitators as unqualified to sensitize men and women on gender relations. 

They portrayed them as disgruntled spinsters fronting gender to get their revenge on 

men and fail other women’s marriages. Marriage became a lens through which 

authority was constituted and voice validated. Overall, the approaches could have 

been made more persuasive given that they needed men’s cooperation. Men formed 

over 70% of the participant invitees. Whereas the subsequent workshops, such as the 

one of December 1998 at Hotel Triangle in Jinja, attempted to address men’s 

concerns, this subtext still inheres through the strategies used by MGLSD.  

The problem with focusing ‘exclusively’ on patriarchy as hooks highlights creates the 

impression of feminism ‘as a declaration of war between the sexes’ (hooks, 2000:34). 

This perpetuates suspicion. Some men feeling the threat of losing power have 

strategised through theatre to fan resistance by performing counter narratives 

projecting the gender equity drives as an attempt to reverse gender roles; replacing 

oppression with oppression. For instance, during a paralegal program in Kamuli 

district on sensitising communities about laws and rights of men and women, men 

role-played women beating men. According to Informant B, one of the organisers of 

the workshop, ‘It was like they had poured ice onto the audience. It was like things 

were going to turn round and women should be the ones to beat men’ (Personal 

communication, Informant B, May 15, 2004). 

Between image and reality: valuing stereotypes 

Frank (1995) identifies two types of TfD in Uganda; the participatory and the 

campaign modes, where the former is endogenous and aims to effect development 

objectives and the latter exogenous with limited audience participation intended to 

disseminate information (see also Mda, 1993 and Nogueira, 2002a:104-105). 

MGLSD’s theatre approaches vary depending on context. They have used 



 

55 

improvisation through role-play by workshop participants. In this context MGLSD 

provides themes and highlights ‘key points’ in gender so as to ‘enhance the learning 

process’ (MGCD: Guidelines for production of Gender sensitisation plays). 

Alternatively MGLSD identifies existing theatre groups for sensitizing communities. 

It provides guidelines for the groups to prepare and perform the plays.  

The latter approach focuses on portraying a positive image of women and non-

discriminatory gender sensitive communication. They discourage realistic 

presentations of women’s experiences if they are perceived as fostering stereotypes 

(Informant B, personal communication, May 15, 2004). I find this position on 

representation, also advocated by Isis-WICCE (see re-imaging of women, page 66), 

idealistic. The approach does not give the space to share experiences and to explore 

opportunities and challenges and limits theatre’s capacity for action. Freire has 

emphasised that ‘even if people’s thinking is superstitious or naïve, it is only as they 

rethink their assumptions in action that they can change’ and that producing and 

acting upon their ideas – not consuming those of others – must constitute that process’ 

(1994:89). For the field project, I used stereotypes as a point of departure and as a 

pretext for reflection and action. This experience was significant for learning 

(discussed in Chapters 6-8 of this report). 

Talking down and stereotyping men 

MGLSD also uses theatre to sensitize communities on discrimination at home and in 

the work place. Nogueira has categorised this approach as ‘rural development 

campaign’ in the context of ‘theatre as development propaganda’ (2002a:105-106). 

MGLSD researches key gender problems in a specific community and provides the 

information to a theatre group. The group leaders write and prepare a performance 

while MGLSD monitors the gender messaging. This theatre uses contrast to highlight 

women’s oppression. For instance, Zainabu, tailored for the Nubian Community in 

Bombo, Luwero district, tells of a teenage girl who is defiled by an old man Bakari. 

She conceives and is married to the rapist after he pays bride price and compensates 

Zainabu’s father Ssebi for sexually abusing her. Zainabu – pregnant and sick, flees the 

marriage after Bakari accuses her of laziness and batters her into a coma. Her family 

believe she must have gravely upset the husband for him to batter her to an extent that 

she is hardly recognisable. The aunt, with the support of her kin, forces Zainabu back 
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to the marriage because they (women as is the custom) cannot afford to repay the 

bride price with 100% interest (see also Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1997:221). 

Zainabu articulates the theme of victim blame. It presents the three gender issues of 

defilement, bride price and domestic violence as a problem of patriarchy and culture. 

This approach exposes the limitation of sensitisation theatre in terms of representation 

and its capacity to enable understanding of the community’s experience and how the 

community perceives them. ‘New thinking in development and TfD’ has come ‘to 

recognise the centrality of target groups in both the development process and the 

construction of development-oriented theatre’ (Odhiambo, 2004:35). As Srampickal 

observes, ‘raising consciousness comes from the process of creating drama rather than 

from the dramatic product.’ It is sustained reproblematisation that facilitates ‘deeper 

analysis’ (Srampickal, 1994:40; see also Nogueira, 2000:111; and Etherton 1988:3). 

Zainabu like The Blessed Burdens also by Kiyimba Musisi articulates its gender 

messages through exaggeration of binaries. Whereas MGLSD is critical of and will 

not support theatre stereotyping women, it privileges the stereotyping of men. In this 

double standard, the male characters are portrayed as incarnations of women’s 

suffering. Gender messaging is accentuated by exaggerating stereotypes of man as the 

enemy and woman as victim. The men and their attitudes are clichéd. They present 

like the same oppressor seen from different points of view. Structurally, causality is 

often suspended in preference to action to evoke sympathy for women. Whereas the 

actions of the females are motivated, this theatre hardly explores those of men. It 

constructs men within the box of stereotype where culture and nature are used to 

explain difference.  

Men are often at fault but towards the end, in dues ex machina fashion, they ‘realise’ 

their faults and repent. For instance, The Blessed Burdens explores generally held 

views about women’s oppression: men monopolising better jobs, sexual exploitation 

of secretaries by bosses, and insecure husbands barring wives from going to work or 

associating. While these are typical experiences, the initiatives provide limited room 

to pose these issues as problems for the communities to respond to. How does this 

experience of performing the play on bride price, defilement and domestic violence 

help our understanding of people’s experiences of these limitations? Questioning has 

been posited as a key element in subject-centred pedagogical practices. It serves as a 
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distancing mechanism for reflexivity; a discussion-prompt which in turn enables 

participants to contextualise their experiences (Byam, 1999:180-81).  

One shortcoming of this approach, as Mlama observes, is its limitations in drawing on 

theatre’s capacity to analyse problems (1991a:65). A more critical approach would 

explore how defilement, pregnancy, bride-price and the social context interrelate. 

MGLSD’s strategy ‘objectifies’ and appropriates women’s voice and fosters the 

culture of silence. The lack of a holistic approach to analysis of social issues leads to 

stressing ‘a technical solution of individual problems rather than understanding 

[italics added] why the problems existed in the first place’ (Mda, 1993:15). Freire 

argues that reality is constituted by objective facts and people’s perceptions of those 

facts (Freire, 1988:269).   

Having considered experiences related to theatre initiated and run by the government 

ministry concerned with gender I now consider the Isis-WICCE project. I highlight 

the contexts that informed my field project. The two phases reflect a reflexive 

development towards a more participatory engagement. 

The Isis I Project 

Isis-WICCE which I will refer to as Isis is ‘an international women’s resource centre’ 

which began in 1974 in Geneva, before relocating to Kampala. It aims at ‘tapping the 

voices of women, and linking their issues and concerns to the debates and campaigns 

taking place at the international level’. Locally, Isis focuses on ‘supporting the needs 

of women’ with ‘limited access to information’ (Isis Workshop report 2000:7; see 

also Appendix 26: A74). Isis identifies various projects and uses a broad methodology 

involving professionals, specialist participants and key actors in its programs. It was 

in this context that I was engaged in 2001 and 2002 as a theatre consultant for two 

projects. I have called them Isis I and Isis II. The Isis I Project focused on community 

theatre and the latter on radio drama. 

At the time of executing this project(s), I had gained admission to Griffith University 

for a Doctoral degree. I therefore took particular interest in my practice as a 

researcher, besides my official role as consultant and facilitator. My methodology was 

informed by insights from my earlier experiences in TfD and gender (discussed 

above). Whereas my mandate focused on information dissemination, I also took 
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interest in understanding women’s experience of oppression; how did men and 

women respond to the gender issues and how could this be explained in theatre and 

gender terms, and in a broader context of enhancing participation? 

The project brief of Isis I was that I ‘write a drama script, organis[e] workshops with 

selected women’s groups in Luwero, Gulu and Arua districts…direct[] rehearsals by 

women’s groups, coordinate the performance of the plays…[and] draw up an outline 

for packaging the stage drama for radio and television’. Aware of the tunnel effect of 

deterministic processes in theatre that I have explored above, attempting to write a 

play that would effectively talk across communities in the three districts was reductive 

(Epskamp, 1989). However, because Isis wanted a play for sensitisation, we 

negotiated a more middle ground strategy to facilitate participation of the women 

through drawing from participants’ own experiences to develop a play with them on 

the theme provided by Isis; war trauma and how it impacts on women’s development 

initiatives.  

Negotiating participation and fostering voice 

Participants split into three groups for problem identification and prioritisation. They 

presented and analysed the data collected in the individual groups in relation to their 

experiences. This ‘research and information gathering phase’ according to Abah 

(2003) is for facilitating understanding of the ‘issue at stake’ (2003:85). It helps the 

facilitators to learn from the participants and fosters ownership of the issues (Ngugi 

wa mirii, 1980). This data was crystallised with the literature I received from Isis to 

develop a draft story before returning it to the participants for analysis and scenario 

development. Casting involved the co-facilitator selecting moments in the narrative 

and inviting volunteers to improvise. Participants took part in casting. Key situations 

and plot points were displayed on flip charts. Once a scene outline was agreed on, 

rehearsals commenced with participants improvising action and dialogue within the 

plot-frame. This process culminated in three improvised plays; one for each district.  

The Gulu play Can Oromo Wa dealt with the abuse of women by soldiers and rebels 

and the subhuman conditions in the camps that led men to hopelessness and 

drunkenness; increasing the gender-role burden on wives. Onzivua of Arua explored 

the post-Amin inter-ethnic conflicts between the Ayivu and Aringa ethnic groups and 

how these impacted on women. Luwero’s Nnalulungi explored post-war 
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psychological conflicts women experienced and its impacts on their capacity to 

participate in women’s development collectives (see also Lutwama 2004:88-89 for 

related discussion). Nevertheless participation was limited because of the focus on 

sensitisation, which necessitated greater involvement of Isis in determining core 

themes in a formalistic approach to playmaking. The greater emphasis on product in 

the form of a finished play saw the facilitators take greater control of the process. 

However, the women’s participation through the interpretation of oppression from 

their point of view demonstrated that allowing participants to explore their reality as 

they experience it enhances participation and provides a pretext for action. Building 

on this experience and its informative limitations, Isis II was structured to focus on 

process and participation, as discussed below.  

Gender, time and participation 

Experience has shown that women, owing to their gender roles, require more time for 

engaging and conscientising (Mlama, 1991b:49). This presents added challenges 

when working in product-oriented contexts. One of the main limitations for Isis I was 

the NGOs determination of the time frame which required the three plays to be 

completed within a fixed schedule. This had to do with resources. Of the three 

women’s groups we engaged with, the Luwero experience was more participative and 

produced comparatively more insights for me as a researcher because we had more 

time to work with them. In Arua and Gulu, owing to time constraints, the selection of 

participants focused more on those with theatre experience to enable producing plays 

on schedule. Gender emerged as the central feature informing time and participation. 

Participants’ roles as housewives limited their availability. In Luwero some 

participants were drawn from long distances which created challenges for time 

keeping, limiting practice time (see also Lutwama, 2004:84). This problem recurred in 

Isis II and informed my selection of a more community-based group for Mulwadde II 

research. This enabled negotiation of workshop schedules with women - during 

periods when they were less occupied (see Time, page 111). 

Games, collectives and participation 

Generally the older women and those with formal education were more active and 

confident in collective activities like games, singing and group scenes (Mangeni, 

2005). The older women were more influential irrespective of their level of schooling. 
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This tendency presented both in rehearsal, performance and the analysis sessions. As 

a collective, women improvised with enthusiasm especially when handling 

domineering males. Faced with the same situation, when few or alone, they were less 

assertive, receding into ‘doing their gender’ of submissiveness (See doing gender as 

performing one’s socially constructed role, pages 20-22). Drawing on this experience 

I was to privilege games, exercises and group discussions in the Mulwadde II 

workshop as part of my methodology. Women more than men, indicated 

empowerment through these processes.  

Power, group dynamics and women-to-women tensions 

Power and status have been major concerns in pedagogical and empowerment 

practice. Freire (1994) theorises the democratisation of power in his proposition of a 

problem-posing pedagogy as does Boal (1979) through the theatre of the oppressed. 

Kerr highlights this concern in his criticism of the external expert. He encapsulates 

this ‘expert’ syndrome in the concept of guru-ization (1991: 72) as power over often 

exercised by government officials and academics (Abah, 2003 and Kidd & Byram, 

1982). Apart from being a University lecturer, socially and culturally, my position 

gave me privilege and considerable power. Desai warns that privileging status above 

the process inhibits participation (1990: 80). Aware of these constraints, to enable the 

process and enhance participation, I sub-contracted a female co-facilitator who also 

helped to direct the productions and lead games and exercises. My choice of co-

facilitator was also informed by the awareness that I was not proficient in the local 

language and forms of expression, key features in TfD aesthetics (Nogueira, 

Odhiambo and Prenkti, 2003). In Gulu and Arua we worked closely with the Isis 

women leaders.  

hooks (2000) asserts that feminist research should not limit its analysis to gender but 

consider the whole range of relations that oppress women. Power is central to women-

to-women relations and the Isis I project was not an exception. Luwero participants 

did not fully accept the co-facilitator (female). They tended to respond more 

positively to me (male). Some female participants noticeably sought my affirmations 

in situations where, in my view, the co-facilitator was clear and in conformity with 

what were agreed plans. This ran counter to the very purpose of diffusing power over 

effects/risks relating to my gender - male. It revealed intra-gender tensions where 
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power was at the core and where it was played in relation to the male authority.  This 

could be explained in terms of the hierarchies of power in the production structure 

vis-à-vis the existing power structures with the group. Part of the problem may have 

been because the position of the co-facilitator was not clear and it stood between the 

facilitator and the responsibilities of established group-leaders. Traditionally group 

leaders function as the link between trainers and their groups.  

The tension may partly also be explained in the operationalisation of the principle of 

participation in the playmaking process. Unlike the standard practice where group 

leaders cast and often take lead roles, in the endogenous TfD approach, it is the 

participants who cast. When this was applied, some ordinary members were selected 

for lead roles in preference to the group leaders. This was disempowering to the 

leaders. Furthermore, the mode of production that involved ‘directing’ all performers 

including the group leaders as actors was inherently problematic. Doing this in the 

presence of ‘subordinates’, as it inevitably happened, highlighted group leaders’ 

vulnerability. This may explain attempts by some leaders to reinstate their power by 

invalidating the co-facilitator through the use of gender specific put-downs. These 

tensions revealed a shortcoming in building of group dynamics, which are key in 

‘building trust’ and developing rapport amongst participants and facilitators (Abah, 

2003:85). I recognised the significance of holding meetings involving group leaders 

and facilitators. It was important to outline roles and responsibilities and explain the 

democratic nature of participative theatre and its implications on group relations and 

the theatre process.  

Intra-gender tensions were not observed in Arua where we held a facilitators-group 

leaders meeting and Gulu where the leader assumed the role of welfare officer and co-

ordinator of the non-performance component of the project. However, in Arua there 

was high dropout rate because of lack of discipline partly attributed to insufficient 

time given to building group dynamics. This was mainly because participants were 

drawn from diverse groups at short notice. Identified as the stars from their respective 

groups, their expectations and self-perception were at variance with the overall project 

objectives. These tensions of power highlighted the significance of the group-building 

and sharing phase (Abah, 2003) of TfD as having implications for the entire 

workshop process. Secondly, as part of the methodology, it was vital to structure in 
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group-building as a core element of the workshop process. I drew on this in my 

research strategy and explored the building of group dynamics through games, 

exercises, songs and ‘reflection’ on participant relations on a daily basis as core 

elements of my methodology. 

The Isis II Project 

Negotiating the mandate 

Derived from Isis I, the Isis II Project brief included developing ‘radio drama script 

for five episodes, [to] organise meetings with the selected women and men… 

directing the rehearsals… [to] coordinate recording for radio production…[and] the 

production and dissemination of the programmes on the identified radio station(s)’ 

(Isis-WICCE, 2000). Isis’s expectations were informed mainly by an outside-in 

interventionist TfD method which could partly be attributed to the organisations’ 

inexperience in participatory TfD. Secondly they had ‘product-based’ expectations 

such as the number of performances besides their orientation towards awareness-

raising and advocacy. Insights from the regional variations in women’s post-war 

experiences that Isis I revealed through the different plays prompted a reconsideration 

of the original task of adapting Nnalulungi for radio. I chose to emphasize creating 

plays with the people as part of the process of developing radio plays. We organized 

meetings with selected women and men which we transformed into research sites; 

spaces for exploring participants’ experiences.  

In the conclusion of his article Participatory Popular Theatre: The highest stage of 

cultural under-development?  Kerr (1991) argues ‘the case for a kind of aesthetic 

pluralism in Africa’ and with ‘practitioners of popular theatre’ drawing from a range 

of theatre forms (1991: 72). While TfD has structures in common with mainstream 

theatre and operationally works ‘towards deconstructing the very structures’ central to 

‘mainstream theatre’ (Odhiambo, 2001a: 86), its structures are not fixed either. The 

integrative nature of TfD creates possibilities for adaptation to a range of contexts. It 

is in this context that I integrated radio within my methodology as an instrument of 

data collection and as a performance and discussion space. Thus, the Isis II project 

explored a range of forms within the traditional inside-out structure to research 

information. This provided the pretext for developing the radio plays underscoring the 

primacy of process above product (Kerr, 1995 and Odhiambo, 2004). The process, 
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from community play building to radio drama, moved from inside-out to the outside-

in mode when audio-recoded plays were taken to different communities for 

workshopping. The project was structured to enhance participation and analysis 

throughout its three phases.  Despite the power over women that these men exhibited, 

the differences in the way men explained their actions and women’s experiences of 

oppression highlighted challenges of perception and ideology. To address women’s 

oppression it was vital that men and women be facilitated through a process of 

dialogue. Biodun Jeyifo (1985) argues that socially conscious theatre practice, 

drawing from the traditional theatre in function and use must take into account the 

‘circumstances of the popular masses themselves’ (Jeyifo in Kerr, 1996:14). I 

integrated the endogenous TfD workshop model as discussed by (Epskamp, 1989) to 

integrate focus group discussions, interviewing, community radio, radio drama and 

phone-ins in a generic process of engagement, reflection and actions. I have discussed 

earlier Horn’s (1991) observation of how circumstance and context have informed the 

various TfD in Africa (see page 44). I briefly describe it below. 

Phase one: Involved a group of female and male civic leaders. They were women 

councillors whose mandate was mainly to advance issues of women. They were 

mothers, wives and co-wives. The men had social status and authority as councillors, 

fathers and husbands. Except for about two women, most of the men were 

chairpersons of their Local Council (LC) administration. By virtue of their office, 

these men presided over cases in the LC courts. This background possibly explains 

their judgemental approach towards gender discussions in the workshop. TfD as a 

problem-posing strategy should engage participants dialogically in the process of 

education and provide them with the means of producing knowledge. Applying this 

Freirean theory in TfD practice necessitates involving the participants from the initial 

stages of research and analysis, the codification (Scenario development) and the 

deconstruction (post-performance discussion and analysis) phases of the process 

(Desai, 1990: 80; and Kidd & Byram, 1982: 274). As Freire observes, ‘the starting 

point for organizing the program content of education….must be the present, 

existential, concrete situation, reflecting the aspirations of the people’ (1994:76). I 

have already observed how not involving participants in the process undermined the 

Kalong project. To develop radio scripts we began with research on the nature of 

conflicts that oppressed the woman within the family and how this affected 
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community well-being and peace. This involved group discussions-analysis, scenario 

development, performance, analysis and reflection. The whole process was recorded 

on audio-tape. I reviewed recordings and developed scenarios which Isis evaluated for 

content (gender). I reworked, produced and recorded the plays on audiotape for 

community radio in phase two. The benefit of this mode of data collection was 

significant in informing the Mulwadde II project (see methodology Chapter, pages 91-

92).  

Phase two: Participants included a community of adult women and men from Isis 

program areas and, an Isis member and councillor who participated in phase one. The 

activity involved the community listening to recorded plays from phase one, and 

analysing the issues in the context of their experiences. I co-moderated the 

discussions with the Isis programme officer. They were audio recorded. I crystallised 

the discussion and the scenario to develop seven episodes for radio. 

Phase three: involved playing to a live radio audience who phoned in to discuss the 

plays. While participation is central to TfD, ‘as a conscious act’ manifested through 

the intervention of the audience in the actual process (Odhiambo, 2001a: 90), the 

exigencies of the situation, the nature of the medium, stage and audience/participants 

called for structuring the process to enable participation. Apart from the first play 

Entalo the subsequent episodes were structurally kept open - what Kerr calls 

‘unfinished scenarios’ for ‘discussion and collective development’ (1995: 167). 

Building from earlier phases and phone-in discussions, I developed the subsequent 

episodes integrating the audience’s voices in subsequent plays. I developed this within 

the constraints of the radio form, adapting it to TfD. I focused on enhancing 

participation, fostering awareness and negotiating action; a form of forum theatre on 

radio. These dialogues were audio-recorded and analysed.  

The radio drama and the discussions of the plays generated insights into the 

participants’ perception of gender. While it revealed challenges specific to the radio 

medium, the TfD processes that led up to the radio plays provided more space for 

women to voice their experiences and to dialogue with men directly than was possible 

through radio space and Isis I. More interactive facilitation in Phase One enabled a 

range of voices to be heard. This in turn provided opportunities of feed back and data 

for analysis and action. On the contrary, the radio discussions were dominated by men 
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who are most of the regular listeners to the programme (Mangeni, 2005:17). My 

discussion will thus draw on the Phase One which provided significant insights for 

my project.  

Learning from the processes  

The analysis of the Obwenzi and Obutali Obwenkanya scenarios was significant in 

highlighting the capacity of process-based theatre in generating knowledge about the 

complexity of polygamy and its structural and social historical construction. It was a 

theatre for understanding. It also highlighted the stereotyping and closed mindedness 

that often manifests in the first cycle of the TfD process. This was manifest in 

participants’ responses to the first scenario Obutali Obwenkanya. The experience 

highlighted challenges of NGO representatives as facilitators and participants and 

how their involvement may impact on the dialogues. What might be the outcomes if 

participants explored the same constraints without the involvement of the NGO 

representatives? While answering the question is outside the focus of this research, 

the experience highlighted a challenge of managing participation and produced 

significant insights that informed my field project.  

The Margarita effect 

Lips (1991) claims status correlates with one’s ability to control conversations and 

that ‘when group members have high task-related performance expectations of an 

individual, that individual has opportunity to be more influential’ (1991: 101). During 

the analysis phase of the workshops, higher status participants wielded more 

influence. Margarita, a representative of Isis, participated in the workshops. 

Margarita’s acknowledged expertise in gender provided her with status above the 

male and female participants. Her presence as a participant appeared to affect the 

process. Participants closer to her in rank (as local representatives of the organisation) 

often ‘consulted’ with her, agreeing on a variety of cases. The existing status 

hierarchies presented as potentially domesticating. There was a tendency for 

participants to seek Margarita’s affirmation of their opinions.  

In some cases her views would arrest the flow of discussions as some participants 

attempted to realign themselves to her, without Margarita’s prompting. For example, 

this happened when Margarita criticised the performance of ‘reality’ in Obutali 

Obwenkanya. She proposed an advocacy approach where the educated wife helps the 
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uneducated co-wife to resist exploitation. In her view, at the end of the play the man 

should have learnt to recognise women as people and also begin helping women with 

work. Habiba, acting the educated co-wife, responded as follows:  

It means that by the end the man should have dropped his idea of 

giving rules…given that I understand these things better  I should 

then propose the three of us sit and plan for our home ([35:7B:80]). 

In another incident, while deconstructing James’s claim that women like children 

cannot tell when they are being treated ‘equally’ in polygamy, Margarita observed: 

What I make of our discussions here is that we are looking at resources and 

greed…So I do not think that there can be fairness in polygamy ([35:7B:350]). 

There was an immediate chorus from women ‘It is impossible!’ This arrested dialogue 

that had been unfolding in which women were deconstructing James’s attempt to 

disguise inequality through mythicising the concept of fairness. For instance, Kasalina 

had been arguing that fairness should be apprehended in the context of relative 

contributions to the family resources by each woman and her children and not on the 

basis of a household as James had attempted to argue. The subtext of a banking 

relationship was apparent in the Margarita effect. This was particularly so with 

registered members of Isis and less with non-members. This tendency was not 

observed with the men except Matyasi, who had participated in Isis I and cooperated 

with Isis on other programs.  

The Margarita effect would at times present itself in the form of participants 

attempting to revise their views to accommodate Margarita’s latest observations even 

when they contrasted sharply. These situations at times affected the discussion and 

tended to silence or incorporate other voices. This domestication, although not 

intended, could be attributed to Margarita’s power-over as an educated working class 

woman, and a program officer with an NGO that was responsible for facilitating 

them. The Margarita effect reduced significantly when the process moved to drawing 

from participants’ voices through the circle of relations (See discussion of the 

concept, pages 75-78).  

Re-imaging of woman 

There was a challenge between exploring the reality and experiences of the women 

and the demand by women activists for a positive portrayal of women. This raised 

questions of representation and presentation that I referred to (see pages 46-47 and 
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102-103). For instance, the Obutali Obwenkanya scenario presented Mutayisa and his 

educated wife Kyabeyi exploiting the uneducated wife Muyiya. Participants held that 

this was their experience. However, Margarita and other Isis officials, focusing on 

solidarity as power-with, preferred a representation where the educated wife 

cooperated with the uneducated wife to resist the husband’s oppression. One 

participant was critical of playing reality arguing that it furthers a retrogressive 

mentality that undermines the women’s movement. I understood this as a pragmatic 

activist perspective vis-à-vis traditionally based views. Margarita proposed: 

If it was possible…the educated woman could get to advise the elder wife and they 

work together. That would be appropriate. If you used this - play (to show people) 

they will see that the educated wife is of use to the woman who did not go to school 

to help her come up ([28: 7B: 080]). 

Advocacy/propaganda is central in this outside-in view of how drama should be used 

(See related discussion Between image and reality: Valuing stereotypes, page 54). 

This links to the debates about what constitutes TfD and which approaches are more 

suitable for which purposes (Butake in Eyoh, 1991, Mda, 1993 and Nogueira, 2002a) 

a question that is core to dialogues on how theatre was/is being used by government 

(above) to advance women’s empowerment. Mda (1993) acknowledges sensitisation 

and propaganda form as a strand of TfD. While the interventionist approach advanced 

by Margarita was understandably concerned with helping enhance women’s capacity 

through affiliation and cooperation, the experience made visible the challenge of this 

approach. It had the effect of limiting dialogue. Participants lost voice and tended to 

echo views not informed by their reality. By privileging education as the solution, it 

was assumed that empowerment within polygamy could be furthered through a 

sisterhood of co-wives. This was reductionist and blurred the factors that informed 

and interfaced in the women’s oppression. It revealed challenges of strategy and how 

theatre should respond in working with women of diverse backgrounds, of 

participation, of facilitation, of values and of social agency.  

Margarita’s preference for a drama of advocacy as a strategy to empower the 

uneducated housewife was linked to a power with concept of Okumujayo, literally 

meaning to help a disadvantaged person to come up. Understandably, this is a useful 

concept for solidarity through giving the lead to those who have the capacity - in this 

case education. However, the assumption is that the main problem is the lack of 
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education for the man and the elder wife. Subjecting the scenario to further discussion 

revealed a complexity of factors where education was not even a priority. According 

to the women participants’ experiences, co-wives were likely to cooperate if they 

shared problems; a strategic solidarity for power to avoid a third wife taking resources 

she did not contribute to as much as the wives who had been in the marriage longer. 

For instance, Alice said ‘It is our problems that bring us together... once our problems 

differ then we part ways’. 

I have noted earlier Mohanty’s argument of prescriptive approaches as reductive and 

assume that all women have the same problem (see page 22). Through such 

scapegoating, the men in effect were being excluded from participating, having been 

prescribed as a problem. Such an assumption does not anticipate men’s experiences 

and perceptions either. What is it that a man looks for in a wife? These are issues of 

value that needed identifying, understanding and engaging with.  Feminist agenda 

being grounded in women’s voices and experience (Harding, 1987: 185 and Stanley 

& Wise, 1987: 27 and 1990: 20-29 & 1993:28-29), the structural dynamics of agit-

prop theatre present specific challenges for it. Agit-prop or advocacy theatre limits 

women’s participation in the process of knowledge construction and presumes 

homogenous experience, thus undermining the central notion of particularity and 

difference. The outside-in approach also raises the question of from whose point of 

view is the drama being constructed? Such approach limits the creation of knowledge 

by focusing on advocacy. 

Sisterhood based on ideas of ‘common oppression’ presents a ‘false and corrupt 

platform disguising and mystifying the true nature of women’s varied and complex 

social reality’ (hooks, 2000: 44). The experiences of different women indicate 

different realities as was exemplified in Isis I and within this very workshop. For 

instance, differences in educational levels created stereotypical intra-gender 

perceptions and relational power plays between women and particularly co-wives. 

Thus, ignorance or lack of education does not sufficiently explain oppression of 

women. Besides, in a marriage relationship and polygamy in particular, what is the 

likely focus of the women in the relationship? How do they perceive each other? 

Opening the dialogue to participants’ experiences provided a window into how 

participation can enable understanding of women’s experiences. 



 

69 

In other words a conception of sisterhood as solidarity built on victimhood may, as 

hooks (2000) notes, weaken and perpetuate gender oppression rather than strengthen 

the struggle. The co-wife who feels she has lost out to another, be it in terms of 

affection from the husband or resources, often feels a victim of influences she is likely 

to attribute to the other woman. In such cases she may not perceive the man as her 

enemy. Her focus would be on the co-wife as a rival. This was validated in the 

Mulwadde II workshop through violent attacks between co-wives. Sisterhood based 

on victim identity similarly denies the varied experiences of women, the particularity 

of their situation and the variations in the nature of structure and factors shaping their 

experiences. This was revealed when participants explored the question of polygamy 

from the perspective of their experiences. This highlighted the significance of 

experience as a primary site for knowledge and action and as an opportunity to 

explore perceptions and experiences of specific women within a community and 

within shared relations. It diminishes assumptions and generalisations and allows us 

to appreciate and analyse the nature of relationships in polygamy. For instance, 

women’s individual histories and the nature of relationship with their husbands 

impacts on how women (wives) relate with one another. Viewing the individual, 

interpersonal and institutional construction of gender within polygamy as historically 

(re)constructed provided a more informed understanding, analysis and strategy for 

achieving gender equity. However, this knowledge cannot be apprehended through 

prescriptive approaches that do not privilege experience and which appropriate their 

voices. 

The gender and agenda limitation  

Another challenge arose from the focus of Isis on women’s oppression in the family 

and how this impacted on community and society in general. This informed our 

qualification and selection of issues to explore. The list of priorities was 

unemployment, defilement, multiple-sexual partners/polygamy, poverty, corruption, 

religion, culture and patriarchy. However, constraints initially identified in the 

problem identification phase, prior to prioritisation included oppressions faced by 

men. Some of these related to wives engaging in extra marital sex. However, focusing 

on women’s oppression as a workshop theme led to the exclusion of men’s concerns. 

In effect men were left to respond to women’s concerns. Men’s experiences were 

valued in as far as they related to women’s oppression. This could explain the 



 

70 

defensiveness by men during the deconstruction phases. In the post-performance on-

air discussion, one male listener decried the ‘demonisation’ of men by the 

programme. And, as Haggis observed, privileging one voice risks marginalizing 

another (1990:76). Men were very defensive where oppression was alluded to them as 

men but more dialogic where their voices were sourced as parents.  

As mentioned earlier the TfD process was used mainly to facilitate understanding of 

women’s experiences of oppression as a pretext for building the radio scenarios (see 

Phase one, pages 63-64). However, this experience provided valuable insights for the 

Mulwadde II workshop. This was mainly at the level of demonstrating the capacity of 

process-based theatre to generate understanding on gender if it involved both men and 

women in a participatory and dialogic framework. It demonstrated the capacity of 

experience as a pretext for knowledge generation and provided more learning space 

than had been experienced in the earlier approaches I had been involved with. Most 

significantly, it revealed a complexity of factors, not limited to gender, that oppressed 

women. I will briefly draw from the dialogues on polygamy and the challenges of 

empowerment that using a dialogic approach revealed as compared with the 

interventionist strategies that GOs and NGOs have generally preferred as, discussed 

above. 

Drawing from participants’ voices: accounting for polygamy 

Men’s reasons ‘for sleeping around’ 

Women and men drawing on experience accounted differently for polygamy. For 

instance, how wives performed their gender of looking after the husband informed 

men’s decision to get involved with other women outside the marriage. The wife who 

could not cope with her gender role of domestic work could seek the services of a 

domestic worker ([80:13B:023]), usually a woman. As is the practice elsewhere in 

Africa (McAdoo & Were, 1996), the wife took full responsibility. There were ‘wife-

specific’ tasks such as making the bed and preparing the husband’s bath. Sudarkasa, 

considering the notions of husband and wife relations within consanguinity, argued 

that this did not ‘imply a sexual component to the relationship as in heterosexual 

conjugal unions’ (1996:79). My findings indicate that men entertained this possibility 

if the women involved were not related to them. Doing ‘wifely’ tasks constituted the 

doer into a potential wife. This possibility in turn raised associated role-expectations 
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such as sexual relations with the one for whom the tasks were being performed. In 

cases where wives delegated wifely duties to maids, men held their wives accountable 

for how men related with the maids in such situations. James a participant observed  

Often men are accused of having affairs with house girls and yet in many cases it is 

the wives who lure us. You send her to take water to the bathroom, to make our bed 

([5: 8A: 370-]). 

Responsibility is thus constituted within the gender roles. When there are 

‘shortcomings’ in interactions that are perceived as arising from specified gender 

performance contexts, individuals who are originally expected to fulfil the roles are 

held responsible for others’ actions. Besides claims of antenatal and post partum 

sexual starvation by wives, men also explained multiple sexual partners as a result of 

wives not satisfying men’s sexual needs. Lips (1991) has explained this in terms of 

‘the double standard’ concept that ‘decrees that the men are the sexual experts, 

leaders, teachers and aggressors’ while the ‘women are the followers, the objects of 

men’s desires and the gatekeepers’ (1991:135). James reiterated that: 

If you as a woman came to solve the man’s problems and he comes and asks you to 

hold on your work…please do…you do not satisfy us ([61: 8B: 325-]). 

This view underscored the ideological construction of sex as a man’s thing and 

women as objects of pleasure whose primary role in sexual relations was to give 

satisfaction to the man. It embodied the cultural construction of women’s sexuality 

around ‘consent’ other than ‘desire’ (Gavey in from Mills 2003: 90). This may 

explain men’s perception that the women are accountable for how men may 

subsequently behave. Consequently, a man finds no problem asking the wife for sex 

amidst her domestic chores because it is perceived as part of her work.  

Despite new understanding revealed about the capacity of participation to create new 

knowledge, a combination of factors limited a comprehensive exploration of and the 

deconstruction of men’s perception about multiple sexual partners. This included 

limited workshop time and men’s unwillingness to reciprocate to women’s invitation 

to dialogue on sex and sexuality (see sexuality, communication and desire, page 198 

and sexuality and narrative closure page 260). However, enabling the voices of men 

and women indicated the capacity of process-based theatre to provide men and 

women space to educate each other on their gender perceptions and experiences 

which then potentially presented as a pretext for action. I built on these insights to 
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structure the Mulwadde II workshops around action and reflection. For example, the 

Mulwadde II workshop participants also problematised the constraint of men and 

multiple sexual partners giving voice to women more effectively than Isis II. 

Mulwadde II highlighted the limitations of this patriarchal attitude towards women’s 

sexuality and women’s function in its manifestation. 

Women’s view of why men ‘sleep around’ 

Women explained man’s promiscuity as often being a strategic act premised on 

kinship and intended for the survival of his progeny. This, in their view, was informed 

by men’s belief that it is women who affect the intelligence of the children. Within 

this frame, a stupid woman gave birth to stupid children and bright offspring took 

after their father. It was for this reason, in the women’s view, that fathers often 

advised their sons to diversify maternity of their offspring; to insure against a stupid 

gene. Men were also said to use sexuality to strategize for wealth through women’s 

bodies by biologically situating their offspring as kin members of propertied families 

([66: 12B: 315]).What was common about these explanations by women was that the 

phallic strategies were intended for the security and success of the man’s progeny and 

these were instrumented through women’s bodies. 

When women choose to become a second wife 

Polygamy often constructed as oppression of women tends to mask the possibility of 

some women having a role in polygamy. Such generalisations subsume women’s 

narratives and may limit understanding of their role and motivations in the 

phenomena. Women who have relationships with married men are often aware of the 

men’s marital status. There were testimonies of co-wives who did not see polygamy 

as the problem but rather how polygamy was managed. It however revealed the role 

of socialisation in the construction of this perception. Women’s socialisation as 

nurturers led them to take interest in how other women performed their gender as 

wives within marriage. They tended to sympathise with husbands of poor gender 

performers. This could motivate the sympathiser to marry the husband of the woman 

who performs her gender poorly. Some women therefore came in as a second wife 

when they felt another woman is ‘mistreating’ the man ([87: 13B: 240- ]). 
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Acknowledging women- to-women tensions 

Focusing on men or culture, as the cause of women’s oppression, limits 

acknowledgement of intra-gender tensions as a worthy site of analysis in women’s 

oppression. Tensions between women have implications for gender equity drives. 

This makes marriage a site for struggles, where each woman involved strategies to 

keep her place in marriage. It provides a backdrop against which tensions are defined 

and women are valued. Marriage becomes a site of contention amongst wives. It 

informs attitudes, perceptions and has implications on and for empowerment drives. 

Other than focusing on emphasising sisterhood and positive imaging from the outset, 

it became clear to me that perceptions relating to women’s sharing of men needed to 

be acknowledged and negotiated as part of the empowerment strategy. 

Tensions between educated and uneducated women have typified empowerment 

workshops. In Luwero educated co-wives were perceived and constructed by the less 

educated/traditional women as patronising and parasites. They were described as bad, 

lazy mothers that come to snatch others’ husbands and to enjoy what the other woman 

had toiled for. The negative attitude towards the educated woman was embodied in 

the name they gave the educated wife in Obutali Obwenkanya scenario; Kyabeyi - 

‘very dear’ or ‘quite costly.’ It implied an attitude of self-importance that the educated 

woman was often associated with. Education and class are fundamental issues in 

relations between maids, wives and other women. For instance, house girls were 

perceived as lower class. Yosofina echoing other women’s views said maids ‘start 

well but soon get used and start spreading gossip about you in the village and yet it is 

you who has helped them to look good’ ([56: 8B: 104]). 

Often women demonstrated power over maids through acts of dominance. As 

participants explained, ‘some of the maids are made to wash underwear’ of the wives 

as well. In effect wives duplicate the husband’s power over them in their relationship 

with the maid. Freire (1994) explains this phenomenon as an internalisation of power 

as oppression by the oppressed. He claimed that the oppressed often becomes more 

oppressive than his master. In Lips’ view, ‘the way people behave towards others is 

shaped by their impression of those others’ (1991: 3). This can be reflected in the 

names we call them as was demonstrated in the names used by both men and women 

towards the maids. In the first Obwenzi scenario, she was named- Nakijura- ‘I came to 
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make you suffer’ or ‘you are the reason I am here’. This implies the maid is part of 

the woman’s problem and their relationship remains conflicting throughout. It also 

implied the inherent risk of her seducing the woman’s husband. This fear is culturally 

grounded. Culturally a woman one has slept with is referred to as ‘the man’s 

woman/wife. This fear combines with class attitude to limit women’s capacity for 

rationality whereby they underrate the maid’s sexuality and accuse them of seduction 

and witchcraft ([49: 8A: 291]).  

Oakley (2000) argues that knowing is a problematic act and that ‘values, beliefs and 

perceptions’ that one brings into the field of knowing influence the knowing (2000: 

292). When women submit to the dominant beliefs, they lose the capacity ‘to predict’ 

and ‘gain control’. This is mainly because the values, perceptions and belief systems 

that they bring into the act of knowing will have compromised the cause-to-effect 

analysis. Yet this awareness is vital in analysis and agency. By maid-scapegoating, 

the wife presents the man as a victim of witchcraft in which case he is perceived as 

not responsible for his actions when ‘under a spell’. He is seen as the victim requiring 

protection.  

Relations of dependency limit women’s perception of oppression, their capacity to 

engage with it and to focus on the structural sources of the problem. It may also turn 

one oppressed person against another especially if they depend on the oppressor (see 

Women fighting for survival, page 213). This victim-blaming heightens tensions 

between the women and leaves the structures of oppression intact. These 

circumstances pose a core challenge to interrogating women’s oppression. Drawing 

on their perceptions and voices, it became apparent to me that fostering sisterhood 

between women as Margarita and her team had visualised it, required acknowledging 

women-to-women relations and the tensions therein and confronting them. Often 

these tensions were at the centre of women’s relations within marriage and were 

linked to status, power and survival especially in polygamy.  

Women-to-women tensions were at times life-threatening thus constituting it as a 

worthy site for reflection and action. Some women attempted to resolve co-wife 

tensions through disablement and by elimination through poisoning ([80:13B: 023]). 

Disfigurement was often through acid attacks, mostly on the face. Apart from 

manifesting the attacker’s feelings about polygamy and the emotional violence she 
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suffers, this corrosive strategy was often intended to persuade the man not to return to 

the rival by making the victim less appealing. The acid strategy was indicative of the 

attacker’s dependency on the man, the fear of losing him to another and the support 

that comes with his role as the breadwinner (see also Rethinking the acid solution 

page 237). It was a desperate act by women whose choices were limited by history 

and predicated on survival. It was an act of powerlessness. 

Co-wife experiences revealed tensions drawn from ways of seeing informed by 

women’s historical situation other than just gender. This underscored the role of 

ideology in domesticating the consciousness of women and the need to approach 

women’s oppression in a non-prescriptive way to enable critical engagement with all 

relations of oppression. This would facilitate conscientisation; understanding as 

enhanced capacity was a key to action.  

Exploring understanding through ‘circle of relations’ 

I would like to conclude this section with a method that I developed in the process of 

working with the participants. It was an attempt to overcome the influence of gender 

and cultural ideology had on undermining dialogue. I called it the circle of relations 

frame (explained below). Although I used it more elaborately with Isis II, I also found 

it helpful in the deconstruction of Nsangi and co-wife tensions in the field project (See 

related discussion Negotiating co-wife relations, page 175). It enabled more 

understanding of the basis of women’s actions in oppressive relations. Drawing on 

Brecht’s criticism of naturalistic theatre and its illusion of reality, Epskamp (1989), 

advances the didactic instrumentality of theatre positing ‘awareness-raising’ as a 

function which ‘educative theatre’ must serve. He claims that besides it being meant 

‘to change the view which the target groups had of reality: to have them consider 

things in a different way than they were used to’, educative theatre should be 

structured ‘to provide as many means as possible for the target group to realise the 

desired interventions of their reality’ (1989:47-48).  

Whereas the exigencies of the project led to focusing most of the Isis II workshops on 

a single cycle of action, the theme scene of Obwenzi (promiscuity) was problematised 

through repeated workshopping of relations of power between men and women. The 

process was designed to enable understanding and exploration of alternative action 

and constraints relating to house girls and sexual abuse. In the first scenario 
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participants had focused on the maid as the problem, a destabiliser of women’s 

marriage and pathologised her as an AIDS vector. These positions and analyses were 

initially not explained causally. The participants mainly drew their analyses from 

stereotypes about maids, men and women. They were more concerned with saving the 

woman’s marriage than identifying the issues which were key to conscientisation and 

informed action. Survival needs and gender ideology presented a challenge to 

perception, learning and action. Reflection on the nature of participant’s reaction to 

the problem, was not only a learning experience but it necessitated  a reconsideration 

choice of strategy as has been highlighted by a number writers. 

For Instance, Freire (1994) observes that a problem-posing education presents a 

learning opportunity for both the educator and the learners (Freire, 1994). Drawing 

from Jane Griffin, Odhiambo (2001a) acknowledges TfD’s inherent flexibility for 

‘dramatic framing’ to ‘allow the intervention of the audience’. This feature can be 

applied to enable intervention and to locate the performer variously within the action 

as pretext for knowledge, reflection and action. As a one-way strategy of 

deconstructing stereotypes to enable causal interrogation of the phenomenon, I 

structured the work through a process of protagonising and what I have called circle 

of relations. This proved more useful for fostering dialogue than other strategies. This 

principle was operationalised through selecting the oppressed character, one that has 

been constructed stereotypically or with less ‘critical sympathy’. This manifestation, 

also identified by Freire (1970) as ‘semi-intransitive consciousness’ (1970:38; see 

page 129) was typical of first level deconstructions. Characters are given a life and 

background. They are then made protagonists through structuring the narrative around 

their experiences - a process I’ve called protagonising. The third stage involved 

identifying relatives of the protagonist. In the case of Tolofayina the maid, I chose her 

mother and father. I then introduced participants on the basis of the roles they played 

or the views they expressed in the first cycle of deconstructing the scenario. For 

instance, one who acted the abusive employer was cast as the father of the abused 

maid, and one who played co-wife was invited to act mother of the maid. The fourth 

stage involved rotating the participants in new roles around the protagonised 

character; hence the notion - circle of relations. Building on this model, the analysis 

tracked participants’ responses as they changed across roles.  
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This approach was instrumental in providing insights into the motivations of 

participants’ perceptions. It also exposed the role intervening factors such as kinship, 

gender, culture and poverty played in the construction of participants’ perceptions and 

‘rationality’ and how these perpetuated women’s oppression. The concept of circle of 

relations is useful as a tool for framing action and analysis especially in cultural 

environments where kinship and other relations-based affinities are core as organising 

principles of social relations. This concept can however be extended as an 

investigative frame to explore other relations or identity clusters. I will briefly 

consider new understandings revealed through this process, and which inadvertently 

led me to adopting this frame for the main fieldwork project. 

Poverty, kinship and defilement  

Applying the principle of circle of relations to Obwenzi, (the scenario involved the 

maid losing her job after being caught having sex with her employer) the worst 

possible scenario was introduced into the action; that she was pregnant as a result of 

her employer raping her. The enactment was taken to a point where the maid returned 

home to her mother after losing her job. The action was paused and participants were 

invited to explore how the mother of the girl would respond to the situation. Unlike 

during the single-cycle first-level scenario when women drew from stereotypes, their 

strategies and perceptions shifted depending on their relationship to the protagonist. 

Participants as co-wives were critical of house girls, but when acting the mother, they 

encouraged their daughters to marry the man. As Agnes said:  

If she is my daughter, I would be very happy (laughter from her and others) I would 

praise myself for raising and training my child, in domestic chores well enough to 

convince the man to prefer her to his wife ([75:13A: 489]).  

This was in stark contradiction to the hostility she had expressed as a neighbour to the 

wife who had caught the maid with her husband. Changing the relationship between 

the protagonist and other characters revealed the ambivalence women find themselves 

in when confronted with a situation of abuse and exploitation. When their security in 

marriage was threatened women were likely to focus on the other woman as the 

problem. Women used the gender-role lens to appreciate their performance as mothers 

and that of their daughters. It would imply that a mother had been better at parenting 

her daughter in empisa – doing gender - as compared to the sitting wife.  Mothers 

were also more likely to encourage the daughter especially if the man had means to 
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support the girl as his wife and also support her (the mother). Janet said ‘If I were the 

mother I would encourage my daughter to become more obedient then we would be 

assured of facilitation from the man’ ([76:13A: 504]). So women’s responses are 

informed by the need for security; the fear of losing a husband to another woman or as 

mothers of daughters. 

This approach enabled discussion of poverty and survival as correlating with gender 

to inform women’s oppression. It also revealed how women may act in response to 

abuse (in case their daughter was raped by the employer or if they were minors). As 

Jason said, ‘We see these things every day … It is a big problem to imprison the man 

if the girl is pregnant’ ([74:13A: 440])’. Poverty mediates in parent’s response to 

abuse. The poor parents need the abuser to support the pregnant girl and to look after 

‘his’ child. Foreman and Rudi (1997) drawing from Emerson, (1981) argue that 

‘“power resides implicitly in the other’s dependency”’ (1997:14). The abuser’s power, 

structural, (because he has the means) and/or ideological (because he is a man) 

transforms him from abuser to potential provider and his victim to a dependant. When 

a defiler is transformed into an in-law he becomes related to the family for life. 

Similarly within the cultural frame that espouses patrilocality and constructs 

children’s identity through paternity and kinship, some parents will find it illogical to 

send a man who has offended them to jail and then assume the burden of looking after 

his child.  Besides some parents cannot afford the costs of prosecution which may be 

subject to manipulation especially at community levels.  

Towards a structural understanding 

In the deconstruction of defilement, the participants linked the dependency of women 

and the community in general to the abiding poverty situations that lead to families, 

with limited means, often giving priority to boys in education for instance. Girls were 

instead sent out to work as maids often to raise fees for their sibling’s education. 

Unlike in the first cycle when girls were dismissed as loose by nature, through the 

circle of relations participants appreciated ‘errant’ girl children as a historical 

construction. They explained girls’ ‘waywardness’ in the rising poverty and 

unemployment, juvenile delinquency and the lack of incentives. The absence of role 

models for girls, the disintegration of the traditional family and cultural systems that 

collectively saw to the instruction and socialization of the children were advanced by 
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participants. Participants also explained the problem in relation to globalization 

through the western entertainment industry. They cited films on violence and sex; 

providing children with an alternative culture of glamour, independence and eroticism 

that conflicted with their cultural values and reality. The tensions between these two 

manifested in children’s way of dress. Pornography was said to be a common feature 

in the popular ‘video halls’ where often unemployed and idle juveniles and school 

children went to watch action.  

Globalisation, peer pressure and the school were said to provide the children with 

alternative sources of influence (see related discussion on schools and morality, page 

154) and education (Kayongo-Male & Onyango, 1984). It was said to undermine the 

parents’ authority and left many young girls rebellious and susceptible to delinquent 

youth and men who populated those idle places. Thus, a more participative approach 

that emphasised ownership through privileging experience, facilitating dialogue and 

reflexivity showed the capacity to educate participants and facilitators, enhance 

understanding of women’s situations and factors that intervened in their oppression. It 

also provided an open frame for learning and empowering the participants with 

knowledge and action. 

Whereas this study uses the Mulwadde II project as its main area of focus, I would 

like to briefly discuss two issues which arose in the course of this research but which 

by the nature of the research contexts and focus, I was limited in exploring in detail. 

These are the impact of war and HIV/AIDS on gender relations. Perhaps nowhere 

else, than in northern Uganda, is the effect of the wars on gender relations more 

apparent. The Acholi people have suffered armed brutality, from rebels and 

government soldiers for the past twenty years (Isis – WICCE 2001). The effect of war 

on sexual relations and women in particular has led to disruption of social support 

systems and to the exploitation and abuse of women increasing their vulnerability 

substantially. Research on the effects of war on women by Isis–WICCE (Isis-WICCE 

2000 & 2002) indicates that prior to the war  (1986) women controlled food 

production and activities related to the sustenance of the family. Men on the other 

hand predominately controlled cash crops and livestock – the mainstay of the 

community and individual family (Isis – WICCE, 2000:13-14). However the war has 

led to loss of lives, traditional support bases of families and forced displacement of 
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populations into camps. This has denied women access to land for food production. It 

has also resulted in a depletion of an estimated 98% the regions’ livestock through 

systematic looting (Isis-WICCE 2000:36). This has lead to the increased load on 

women to support the families, which have grown larger due to increased number of 

dependants, a number of them war orphans.   

 

This problem of increased dependants and the burden on women was highlighted in 

the Gulu Isis play Can Oromo wa through the characterisation of a husband who spent 

his day idle in drinking places and returned with his friends to demand food from his 

wife. The vulnerability of women to sexual abuse and rape in particular was 

highlighted through the act of rebels gang-raping the protagonist when she goes to 

fetch firewood. The use of women as sexual slaves and weapons of war through serial 

raping before family members was identified in Luwero as well as Gulu. Isis - 

WICCE has extensively documented these experiences (see Isis -WICCE.2000 and 

2002 reports: ‘Women’s experiences of armed conflicts’ in Gulu district and Teso 

region). The context and methodological limitations of the Isis I and II study limited 

the interrogation and understanding of women’s experiences of armed conflict and its 

effect on gender relations in particular. The Mulwadde project, on which this research 

focuses, privileged experiences that were not directly informed by war. 

 

One other dominant motif that been identified as a gender issue has been the 

HIV/AIDS problem. Both the Gulu and Luwero participants demonstrated women’s 

vulnerability through rape and economic disempowerment. In the latter case, the 

problem manifests in women’s increased dependency. Whereas the more educated 

participants, for instance in Luwero (Isis II) indicated they would leave the husband if 

he had other women, in most cases poverty and women’s dependency has limited 

their capacity to affect the men’s tendency towards polygamy and multiple sexual 

partners. Participants in the Isis II project reported an increased incidence of sexually 

risky behaviour since the promotion of condoms. They also reported increased 

incidence of women engaging in extra marital sex because the condoms gave them 

protection against Aids and unwanted pregnancies. However, they noted that often the 

condom is discarded and couples engage in unprotected sex which leads to more 

children and increased burden of family care on women. Neither the effect of war on 

gender relations nor the impact of Aids is prioritised.  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter I have drawn from my involvement in gender equity theatre and the 

insights I gained that informed my research. I have argued that whereas theatre had 

been long in use for development purposes in Uganda, affirmative action and a gender 

sensitive methodology helped to create space for women to participate and voice their 

experiences of oppression. I have argued that appropriating TfD for propaganda 

limited women’s authentic participation and that the lack of a broader theory of 

feminism alienated men and furthered stigmatisation of feminists. In the analysis of 

Isis I, I discussed the limitations of the exogenous TfD mode and particularly its 

constraint on time and participation. I recognised the importance of games and 

collective activities as key to group building. I considered the problematic relationship 

between time and gender role and argued for the need to prioritise proximity when 

scheduling TfD for women. From the Isis II project, I contrasted the prescriptive and 

the more dialogic process. I highlighted the capacity of the latter in the generation of 

understanding about gender. I discussed how drawing from women’s and men’s 

voices to explore gender led to new understanding of disparities in how women and 

men perceive gender relations and oppressions. Women participated in their 

oppression and women’s perception of their experience was often at variance with 

what was prescribed by NGOs. When I reflect on these experiences and most 

specifically the new understanding that the dialogic approaches (Isis II project) 

revealed, I find Sayed Ahmed’s words a useful summation of the insights I learned 

from Ugandan contexts. He called for a ‘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). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

METHODOLOGY 

This research uses a feminist methodology, rooted in the qualitative research tradition 

which perceives reality as socially constructed. Harding posits methodology as ‘a 

theory and analysis of how research should proceed’ and method as ‘techniques for 

gathering evidence’ (1987:2). Feminist research, like other participatory strategies of 

inquiry ‘sees human beings as cocreating their reality through participation: through 

their experience, their imagination and intuition, their thinking and their action,’ 

(Heron in Reason, 1998:262). This assumption closely informs my research strategy. I 

situate women’s experiences as a site of knowledge and draw on these experiences for 

‘social analysis’ (Harding, 1987:7; see also Olesen, 1994:158; Collins in Stanley & 

Wise, 1993: 223 and Stanley & Wise, 1993: 91-92). Feminist epistemology is critical 

of traditional theories of knowledge for being gender, class and race biased, and 

favouring the voice of white middle class men. It has advanced ‘alternative theories’ 

acknowledging women’s experiences as valid sites of knowledge ‘legitimat[ing] 

women as knowers,’ (1987:3 & 6-7; see also Olesen 1994:159).  

Knowledge and action are central to feminist praxis as to other political postulations 

informed by liberation theory. Harding observes ‘it is only through ... struggles that 

one can come to understand oneself and the social world’ (1987: 8) and that 

attempting to ‘defin[e] what is in need of scientific explanation only from the 

perspective of…men’s experiences leads to …partial and even perverse 

understandings of social life’ (Harding, 1987: 7). However, it also follows that 

holistic knowledge about experiences of women and particularly gender requires an 

interactive process that involves men as well. This research acknowledges men as part 

of this experience and key in its construction and deconstruction of women’s 

oppression (hooks, 2000). The study therefore explores the feminist problematic 

through a participatory approach that also involves men.  

Feminism has no separate methodology. It uses a diversity of method(s); focusing on 

women, enabling their voices and privileging their experiences (Olesen, 1994:158,169 

and Stanley & Wise, 1993: 188). Harding calls it ‘new uses of familiar research 

techniques’ (1987:2. see also Olesen, 1994:162). Indeed, every qualitative research 
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has factors unique to it necessitating each study to construct a strategy most 

appropriate to its context (Price, 1998:58 & 59 and Patton, 2002:60). Post-colonial 

feminists have argued for contextually appropriate frameworks (Collins, 1986 & 

Kirby, 1991 in Olesen, 1994:160) as I have discussed in the Conceptual Frames 

Chapter (see page 22). Given that my study was drawing from performance as well as 

gender theory, I adapted a multiple-method performative approach within the broad 

action research framework that used mainly the TfD method to explore women’s and 

men’s experiences. As I note later in this chapter I specifically focus the research 

process to enable understanding of the phenomena. It is in this context that I draw 

closely on key elements of action research to enhance my TfD approach. 

Action research framework 

Action research was first theorised by Kurt Lewin in the 1940s. He advanced the 

centrality of ‘action in the situation as a source of understanding’, proposing an 

investigative framework operating in spirals of ‘planning, action, and fact-finding 

about the result of the action.’  Knowledge and action were the centre piece of 

Lewin’s theory (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988: 2-3; see also Warmington, 1979: 2 & 

3). This model has been applied in institutional, pedagogical and social action 

contexts (Warmington, 1979). One of the most notable developments is the ‘Deakin 

action research model’ (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988) advanced by Stephen Kemmis 

and Robin McTaggart. They articulate these cycles: Planning as ‘prospective action’ 

that is collaborative, dialogic and ‘critically informed’; Action as an observed 

dynamic and flexible process purposefully to gather evidence for evaluation; 

Observation as involving ‘documenting the effects of critically informed action’; and 

Reflection as an activity involving description and evaluation (1988a:12-13).  Action 

research however remains a loose federation of experience-based performative 

approaches (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1998:568 and Reason, 1998:262), that Kemmis 

and McTaggart have called ‘a broad church with some strong common strands’ 

(1988b:1).  

Among these strands is what has been called participatory research. It espouses 

attributes of ‘shared ownership of research projects, community based analysis of 

social problems and an orientation towards community action’ (Kemmis and 

McTaggart, 1998:568; see also Patton, 2002:221). This approach, drawing closely on 
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Freire’s Liberation pedagogy, includes TfD method. I have drawn closely on the 

Deakin model, especially the components of action and reflection to focus the TfD 

method to enhance understanding. In the previous chapters I highlighted findings 

from my earlier TfD experiences which indicated women’s oppressions as historically 

and culturally perpetuated through ideology and that this has influenced ways of 

seeing and knowing. Having constituted conscientisation as development (see 

discussion on development, page 13), I have privileged women’s every day 

experiences through the telling of stories and performance as pre-texts for social 

analysis. Olesen (1994) argues that within this diversity feminists ‘share the 

assumptions held generally by qualitative or interpretive researchers that interpretive 

human actions, whether found in women’s reports of experience or in the cultural 

products of experience… can be the  focus of research’ (1994:158. see also Ogundipe-

Leslie, 1994: 11). Action research methodology as a strategy of enhancing 

understanding requires ‘a plan, an idea or a theory [to] be checked against action and 

experience’ (Cherry, 1999: xii). There are commonalities between Action research 

and Reflective practice as praxis and their commitment to action (O’Connor, 2003: 

102 and Greenwood, 1999:25). In the following section I discuss elements of the TfD 

method and how I drew on them to foster reflection, action and understanding of 

women’s oppression. 

TfD as Action research 

The workshop process has been a dominant feature of TfD practice in Africa.  Kerr 

(1995) traces the evolution of the process from Laedza Betatani to Samaru theatre 

experiments in Nigeria. He indicates a development from an externally controlled 

approach to people taking greater control of the process enabling communities to use 

TfD to define and control the process of their development. This endogenous 

approach is informed by Freire’s (1994) theory of codification, which involves 

apprehending the participants’ reality in a form that enables them to reflect and act 

upon it. Despite the diversity of names used to identify forms of participatory theatre 

(see page 30) endogenous TfD forms have characteristics in common. I will highlight 

these elements and how I used them within the context of my research. 

Community identification, often the first phase, involves locating partners to 

collaborate on a development programme. If NGOs are the initiators then often the 
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latitude of identification is limited within the NGOs project areas and at times with 

specific groups they have been associating with. In the case of this research however, 

the criteria for identification was a community-based group with a predominantly 

female membership (see related discussion: My entry in the field page 92). This phase 

is followed by gaining entry into the community which involves negotiating with the 

local civic and opinion leaders for permission to execute the project in their areas. 

These organs are also key for mobilisation and community performances and 

implementing the development issues that arose. In the case of women it may involve 

meeting members of their families such as husbands as stakeholders. 

The next phase, group building follows identification of the core group for the 

workshops. It facilitates creating an atmosphere of trust amongst participants and 

between participants and facilitators (Abah, 2003). This is usually executed through 

games, exercises and storytelling. As Chinyowa (2005) notes games and exercises 

help setting a context for performance through what he calls ‘frame negotiation’. This 

according to him ‘prepar[es] players to break from familiarity [by] establish[ing] 

necessary preconditions for…social, affective and mental engagement’ (2005:99). 

From the experience of the women of Munno, using games and exercises in this phase 

was also significant in enhancing physical wellbeing; building confidence and 

solidarity (see related discussion of Games and exercises, pages 118-123 and 

Development and changes observed through drama, page 248). Research – problem 

identification varies considerably in different contexts and may use storytelling as 

point of departure. It could include related literature being used as prompts for 

discussions with communities. Interviews within formal and informal contexts may 

also be used. It could also involve ‘homestead approach’ whereby facilitators live 

with communities as participant observers and talk to community members in homes 

(Abah, 2003:85). 

Analysis and prioritisation is important for processing the data and organising a 

systematic way of reducing the data to a form for orderly discussion. Having the 

community undertake this phase is crucial for enhancing ownership. It is also useful 

in later phases that involve the community doing follow-up action. During storying 

and improvisation the analyses are then codified into performances. Key issues are 

represented in action, song and dance. The live summary is used as a pretext for social 
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analysis. Performance aims to apprehend the discussion in play form and present 

these debates for the community to explore ways of taking action to solve the 

problems. This leads to the last phase which is Follow-up which is essentially about 

the community collectively strategising for action (Mlama, 1991b: 44). In a 

workshop-based approach that focuses on facilitating understanding and has no 

community performance element, this phase constitutes the performance and may also 

function as a pretext for analysis. The subsequent cycle involves exploring alternative 

action depending on the ideas or challenges emerging.  

Characteristic of the action research process is the continuous reprocessing of 

experience (Cherry, 1999:1). Each of the phases operates in cycles, building into the 

next phase with the possibility of more cycles depending on outcomes/questions in the 

context of action and knowledge. Aston, theorising on the nature of feminist theatre 

practice has described it as ‘a process of endless beginnings’ (1991:18; see also Abah, 

2003:95; Kerr, 1995 and Odhiambo, 2001a). Underlying this motif of progressive 

repetition is a quest for understanding through doing and reflection on the doing. I 

was guided by the principle of fostering participation in structuring the inquiry so as 

to enhance a context for action and reflection. Reflection involves recollecting 

observed action, interpretation of what has manifested and making sense of ‘the 

issues’ and the context (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988b). They also hold that 

reflection can be facilitated through ‘discussing among participants’, and that such 

collective reflection ‘leads to the reconstruction of the meaning of the social situation 

and provides the basis for the revised plan’ (1988:13). Purposive reflection furthers 

understanding which informs action. Central to qualitative inquiry is the quest for 

understanding phenomena (Gordon & Langmaid in Holibar, Wyllie and Casswell, 

1994 in O’Connor, 2003: 96). This research, informed by the need to gain 

understanding, draws on reflection in its inquiry, leading participants to reflect on 

their actions and reflections. Feminists like Joan Scott have argued ‘experience is at 

once always already an interpretation and in need of interpretation’ (Scott, 1991 in 

Olesen, 1994:167; see also Cherry, 1999:11 and Schechner, 2006:236). As reflective 

action/practice is central to this inquiry I briefly discuss how experience was framed 

and consider the concept of reflexivity.  
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How experience was framed 

The words of Cherry about how action research generates knowledge clearly illustrate 

the process of this inquiry: 

Experience is continually recycled; earlier experiences and data are revisited 

in the wisdom of accumulated learning; further and new experience is planned 

in light of what went on before, but whatever happens on the journey, whether 

planned or unplanned, it will be systematically reviewed and evaluated. 

(1999:63) 

Like O’Connor’s observation that drama research requires a methodology which 

facilitates ‘emerging rather that predetermined ends’, this inquiry ‘move[d] to an 

internal rhythm …aris[ing] from working with the emerging issues of its participants’ 

(2003:101; see also Adler and Adler, 1994:378 and Freire, 1994:105). The structure 

was mainly in three major frames each constituted through research/planning action, 

observation and reflection. In reporting the research each of the three frames 

constituted a chapter: Breaking the Ground, Perseverance and Desire respectively. 

In the first frame of breaking the ground, participants were invited to identify and 

perform a folktale. They chose Kintu, a story about creation. I facilitated the group’s 

initial post-production analysis of their performance. This involved decoding the tale 

for meanings which as it turned out focused on fe/maleness, gender relations and the 

role of culture and religion (see Appendix 12:A35). The facilitation focused on 

encouraging participants to voice their experience, and reflections and frame action 

through performance. As O’Connor has argued ‘drama values multiple voices and 

multiple layers of meaning’ necessitating the researcher to design a form that will 

‘provide a space for these multiple voices and meanings’ (2003:101). During frame 

two: working in two separate groups, participants reflected on the folktale relating 

their analyses and meaning to their experiences. Central to ‘experience-based learning 

is that the individual is asked to access direct personal experience and practice in “real 

life” situations’. My task involved ‘facilitat[ing] ways in which’ women and men 

could ‘create, access and reflect upon their experience’ (Cherry, 1999:8). The 

analyses involved participants bracketing the gender themes. For example, the group 

identified men as naturally violent, women as temptresses, wife beating as at times 

corrective, and marriage as a vocation.  The themes were transformed into story and 

performed in the group session for further analysis. Two stories: the odd woman and 
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the patient girl, reflecting participants’ ‘world views’ of the ideal woman emerged. 

Participants summed them as: desire and perseverance. These informed the next 

phase of the inquiry/research. Each group took one of the themes and worked 

separately to problematise it through cycles of performance and analysis. They then 

presented it at a joint workshop for further reflection and action. 

In the following section, I briefly outline the cycles for perseverance and desire. The 

categorisation presents the overall essence of the frame although within each frame 

there were thematic interplays of desire and perseverance.  

Perseverance was explored in six cycles: 

 Contexts of perseverance through women’s and men’s personal narratives and 

problematising participants’ experiences of perseverance.  

 Construction of perseverance based on themes emerging from Cycle One 

(above).  

 Problematising perseverance, objectifying silence as a central theme of 

perseverance.  

 Acting on silence through exploring reflection and action aimed at developing 

skills integrating learning from earlier cycles and rehearsing how this could be 

employed for women’s empowerment.  

 Negotiating hierarchies and broadening capacity, focusing on addressing 

individual challenges of women and how the process transformed awareness 

and ways of seeing.  

 Crystallising scenarios of perseverance - focused on play-building and 

involving triangulating and crystallising knowledge and action in the first five 

cycles and re-problematising the analysis in performance for community 

presentation and discussion.  

The community presentation arising from Cycles Six of the perseverance and desire 

explorations constituted Cycle Seven. This became the subject of analysis for the last 

Cycle (Eight) I describe it under the desire frame below. Whereas the last two cycles 

are not included in the report, insights gained from them have been integrated in the 

discussions within the cycles discussed. 

Desire was also explored in six cycles:  
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 Identifying desire 

 Contexts of desire which involved explaining why and when women desire  

 Framing desire through still images involved coding the discussions in Cycles 

One and Two 

 Thawing the frames of desire and transformation of the images (from Cycle 

Three) using dialogue and movement  

 Problematising and deconstructing frames of desire through action and 

intervention.  

 Crystallising scenarios of desire through a play building process for the 

community performance.  

The purpose was to ‘open up the issues for wider debate, analysis and action’ 

(Srampickal, 1994: 240). The last phase of the process was community performance 

and analysis and the post productions analysis. This phase involved evaluating the 

whole workshop process combining Groups A and B after the community 

performance. The last cycle (Eight), a wrap-up cycle for the perseverance and desire 

frames, involved description and evaluation of the community performances and 

wrap-up of the whole workshop project. As with the Perseverance discussion, the 

analyses of Cycles Seven and Eight have been integrated in discussions of the 

preceding cycles. 

Reflection in practice 

Reflexivity as a distancing tool (Taylor, 2000) is about reflecting on what we are 

doing so as to transform our practice or conditions. O’Connor posits that as an 

exercise in knowledge, reflexivity recognises the researcher-participant relationship as 

interactive, dynamic and that this ‘context shapes the behaviour of people’ (2003: 99; 

see also Bundy, 1999:22). In Price’s view reflexivity mediates in the process of 

inquiry (1998: 61) and according to Bundy, this necessitates locating any emergent 

‘knowledge claims…in the light of the context from which they emerge’ (1999: 23). 

Taylor observes that each context ‘is affected by its own cultural milieu,’ where 

participants ‘bring to the educational event an array of cultural and particular ethnic 

biases (2000:83). In essence, this calls for ‘critical subjectivity’ (Reason, 1998: 267) 

where reflection on the actions of the researcher and the participants in interaction 

become units of analysis.  
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The contingent nature of the participatory experience calls for the researcher to 

recognise and reflect on how s/he may have influenced the data and on the theoretical 

assumptions that informed her/his inquiry (; Cherry, 1999: xv Harding, 1987:9; 

Harvey in Price, 1998: 61; O’Connor, 2003: 99 and Patton, 2002:51). In this research 

reflection as description and evaluation (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988a:14 and Elliot, 

1991:73) was structured as an activity. There was a reflection session at the beginning 

of each day of the workshop, in the process of scenario deconstruction and at the end 

of every week. There were also reflections done by some participants in the form of 

journal entries (see Journals, memos and reflective notes, page 98 and Appendices 

13:A38, 14:A40 & 23:A68).  

Myself as researcher 

I have often been asked why I research gender and women in particular. I partly 

associate this question with the misconception that feminist praxis is a women’s 

affair. Feminism has also been viewed as an alien movement fronted by frustrated and 

culturally discordant women (Informant A, personal communication, May 15, 2004, 

E. Lwanga & J. Walugembe, personal communication, June 12, 2004 and Informant 

C, personal communication, May 15, 2004). Some feminists have also doubted the 

commitment and contribution of men to feminism (Harding, 1987 and hooks, 2000). 

But as Harding argues, ‘neither the ability nor the willingness to contribute to feminist 

understanding are sex-linked traits’. What counts is that women’s experiences inform 

the research and for the researcher to assume a ‘gender-sensitive critical plane’ in a 

subject-subject relation with the participants (1987:11). This is a tenet of qualitative 

inquiry. 

I did not consider myself an outsider prior to researching women. Although I cannot 

point to a particular moment that ‘turned me over’, I recall when my attention was 

drawn to a feminist streak in my writing. This was on 22 October, 1995, in Akademie 

Schloss Solitude, Stuttgart, Germany. After a public reading of my fiction Betsy 

Kaufman described me as a feminist. This was on the basis that I highlighted my 

female characters and treated them with sensitivity. Whereas I was amused, this 

observation stirred my consciousness regarding gender. Of particular significance for 

my journey were three ‘moments’: my involvement with the 1989 National Women’s 

Music, Dance & Drama (MDD) festivals; the National Schools MDD festivals since 
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the Mid-1990s and more significantly my participation in the Gender Sensitisation 

workshops organised by MWDCY in 1993 (see related discussion on page 49). While 

earlier engagements were germinal experiences, the latter produced my ‘point of 

departure’. My roles in the MWDCY workshops as rapporteur and facilitator were 

important in two ways; they enabled me closer access to the concept of gender and, 

challenged me as a participant experiencing artists experimenting with this new 

concept.  

Two years later I was in Brisbane to attend the IDEA Congress where I presented a 

paper on Applied Theatre:  A Theatrical Alternative for Child Survival: The 

Experience of School Health Education Drama in Uganda which John O’Toole (later 

to become my Supervisor) and Kate Donelan included in their edited publication: Idea 

Dialogues. Two years later I met John O’Toole in Kenya, in a preliminary symposium 

for the 3rd World Congress of IDEA. I shared my interest regarding researching 

gender and we discussed the possibility of my coming to Australia to undertake a 

PhD.  Following this meeting, I kept ‘a female eye’ open in my subsequent work in 

the form of a journal. I also collected documents, play scripts, recorded performances 

on video and audiotapes and conducted interviews with TfD facilitators generally 

about their methods, issues and experiences. I also co-founded a theatre and 

educational consultancy (TEC) partly to overcome limitations within my place of 

work to create space where I could practise as well as research TfD. I have discussed 

the knowledge I gained as a participant in these initiatives and the insights that I drew 

from it to inform this methodology (see related discussion Phase three, page, 64). 

The opportunity to explore a more participatory TfD model came when I was 

contracted by Isis (2000-2002) as a consultant on a theatre project. I attribute 

opportunity for a participatory process to Isis’s flexibility in negotiating terms of 

reference, and providing a dialogic programme framework that allowed participation 

and evaluation at several levels. After Isis I in 2000, my recommendations for a 

workshop-based TfD were adapted for Isis II (2002) enabling exploration of 

possibilities of a dialogic theatre on gender drawing from men’s and women’s 

experiences. However, because the project was not for purposes of research but 

sensitisation, my inquiry was mediated by the overall project aims, time and 

resources.  I have discussed separately the methodology that I employed for the Isis 
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project in Chapter Four. One significant inference from this experience which 

informed my methodology was observation of the entire workshop process through 

audio taping (see Methods of data collection, page 93). Secondly, knowledge from the 

Isis experience led me to want to explore how TfD could be applied to enable 

understanding of women’s and men’s perceptions and experiences of gender, to 

observe how men and women positioned themselves in the process of negotiating 

equity and to understand why they assumed  the positions they did.  

I was interested in exploring these questions through a frame of inquiry that would 

enable women and men to participate in the construction of this knowledge and to 

observe the journey of their experience - the transformations and the challenges. 

Besides these questions of knowledge, I sought a context of practice unmediated by 

the pressure to justify and validate outcomes in terms of effects/transformation - 

empirically manifested. My focus in terms of action was conscientisation for 

participants and in terms of research – knowledge, by providing new understanding of 

experiences relating to gender and to women’s situation in particular. I discuss my 

role within the chapters. I have highlighted it under ‘methods and data collection’ (see 

page, 93). 

My entry into the field 

Entry into the field was in two stages. The first activity was identifying a community 

with which I would work. This involved interviewing key resource persons (see 

interviews page, 95). On returning to Uganda for my fieldwork, I found that it would 

not be possible for me to work with Isis within the available research time. My first 

attempt at sourcing potential groups, after many unsuccessful appointments with my 

principal informant, Baron Oron, was undermined when a pickpocket removed my 

journal from my bag after what I considered a very useful interview. It was not 

possible to arrange another meeting for the same information. The MGLSD, 

particularly the gender department, provided documentation that has informed 

Learning from Ugandan Contexts Chapter. Although Baron had referred me to the 

Culture department of MGLSD, they were not able to provide the sufficient leads I 

required due to limitations in record keeping. Apart from one interview the only data I 

got directly relating to my inquiry were five workshop photographs. I was advised to 

explore the possibility of magnifying the charts in the photographs for information on 
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what was discussed. I thus reviewed my strategy and conducted interviews with 

informants for the purpose of identifying groups to work with. 

The second phase related directly to the project group, Mulwadde Post-Test Club 

(MPTC) (see Participants 106 for discussion of MPTC’s profile). The first step of the 

action research model is ‘critically informed’ planning (see elaboration of the spiral, 

pages 83-84). In TfD this phase is categorised under research (Eyoh, 1991:3 and 

Mlama, 1991b:43-44; see also page 83 on the TfD model). The ‘consensus model’ of 

research ethics argues that researchers disclose their research purposes and make 

explicit how they intend to conduct the research (Patton, 2002). After the first meeting 

with the Munno chairperson and a follow-up telephone conversation explaining my 

purpose she organised a community meeting with group members. During the 

meeting I explained my purposes, the timelines, number of participants and 

facilitation (see discussion of ‘transport’ on page 112). They identified the potential 

workshop sites and workshop schedules (see rationale and related discussions Gender, 

time and participation, page 59 and Time, page 111). We discussed their needs, 

expectations and fears. Those who accepted to participate in the project constituted 

the core group – ‘a coalition of the willing’. The first workshop meeting involved 

introductions and setting ground rules with the participants (see page 124 on Creating 

rapport and fostering ownership).  

Methods of collecting data 

Morris broadly defines observation ‘as “the act of noting a phenomenon, often with 

instruments, and recording it for scientific or other purposes”’ (Morris cited in Adler 

& Adler, 1994:378; see also Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988a: 12-13). I collected data 

through photography, video taping, audio-recording, interviews and field documents 

(discussed under analysis in this chapter). I find Patton’s concept of ‘omnibus field 

strategy’ where a researcher uses multiple methods in combination not only an 

appropriate summation of method triangulation (2002:265) but as expressive of the 

diverse strategies I employed within the framework of this research. At the beginning 

of the workshop I got the consent of the participants to use camera and audio 

recorders to gather data (see consensus model above). Adler and Adler categorise 

‘recording [of] data’ through ‘photography, audiotape or videotape’ as ‘remote 

observation’ for purposes of analysis (1994:378).  
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Audio-recording: Audiotape recording was my main instrument for observation. The 

whole workshop process was recorded on audiotapes. I had two audio recorders 

which I marked group A and group B corresponding to the groups to which each 

recorder was assigned throughout the workshop. ‘Group B’ recorder which I handled 

was also used to collect accounts of workshop presentations. Audio-taping was 

intended to provide an unmediated account of interactions, and processes of 

individual group workshops where the researcher could not be available to observe 

both groups simultaneously. This was very useful in the one week I was away in 

Canada for the 5th IDEA congress. Audio-taping was also a distancing instrument for 

self-reflexivity, allowing me to step out of the circle to review the workshops and plan 

for the subsequent sessions (see also Cherry, 1999:11  and O’Connor, 2003: 101 on 

the notion of ‘meta-me’ and other tools of reflexivity). It was also indirectly 

instrumental in constituting orderly discussions See page 123 for the recorder as an 

organising tool in the workshop) although ‘at times [while] passing on the 

recorder...others accidentally [turned] the speed dial’ (Beat, personal communication, 

June 24, 2004). 

Video-recording: The video camera was used selectively to record games and 

exercises, joint workshop presentations, the setting, interviews, participants’ profiles, 

performances and discussions, and participants’ evaluations. Adler and Adler have 

identified this method of observation, like photography and audio-taping, under the 

category of ‘non-interactive observer’- as equivalent to an objective observer 

(1994:379). Although the video data often provides a point of view of the camera 

person, I sought to enhance trustworthiness through use of the wide shot and 

minimising interpretive use of camera. Digital effects were discouraged and camera 

movement was mainly limited to the pan executed mostly on movement. The 

rationale was also to focus on recording as it was performed and as primary data. The 

use of video and audio-recorders motivated participation. Dalrymple also observed a 

similar effect in the DramAid project for South Africa when big screens were used 

within forum theatre. The prospect of being seen motivated young people to 

participate (2006:211). However, the same also applied to older people. For instance, 

the co-facilitator observed that ‘during the [discussions] some [participants] would put 

their hands up just to get a chance to hold a recorder …some of the info[rmation] was 

not relevant to the subject] (Beat, Journal, May 12, 2004). The combination of the 
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camera and the audio-recorders enabled me to observe the whole workshop process. 

This safeguarded against loss of data due to technical or human error.  

Camera: I used a digital still camera selectively during the workshops, the dress 

rehearsals and community performances. Besides providing additional data not 

susceptible to ‘memory loss’ (Price, 1998:76) it provided instant data which could be 

reviewed on the spot.  

Interviews: Interview was the main method I used to collect data on the state of TfD 

and gender in Uganda and to locate the field documents indicated above (see page 

96). When my initial strategy of working with Isis in Luwero became unattainable, 

the interview strategy became important for identification of alternative groups. These 

initial interviews on group activities were semi-structured and lasted between 30 

minutes and 2 hours. All interviews except two were conducted in the resource 

person’s office premises. We were often interrupted because informants attended to 

their office tasks in the course of the interviews. 

For the project group, I administered a structured questionnaire form. It required data 

on participants’ profiles: education, gender, performance history and their 

expectations from the project. This data was important in enhancing my 

understanding of the research contexts, participants’ expectations of the workshop and 

their observations in terms of learning. Preliminary analysis indicated linkages 

between participants’ experiences and their occupations and revealed gaps in the 

questionnaire administered at the beginning of the workshop. I thus conducted follow-

up interviews with workshop participants and a separate one with group leaders of 

MPTC and Tukule Women’s Group (TWG). These were oral and semi-structured, 

covering the participant’s name, occupation where they lived and the place and nature 

of their work. This data was recorded using video (see also Field documents below). 

Towards the end of the project, there appeared a tendency for divisions in the group 

with the re-establishment of the pre-project identities of which I was initially 

unaware. TWG was asserting itself as an independent, older and more experienced 

group- and they were. Munno had integrated them into the project and was keen not to 

lose ‘gains’ from my expertise as facilitator. I therefore organised interviews with the 

leaders of the two groups at the home of the Tukule chairperson. I interviewed them 
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separately. Andrea Fontana and James Frey posit that premising an interview with 

‘pre-established format’ focusing on ‘information relevant for the study presents’ 

additional challenges particularly in gendered contexts. This calls for a frame that will 

allow the respondent to share her concerns (Fontana & Frey, 1994:369). The 

interview format was through a loose questioning guide that collected data on group 

history- performance, themes and social situation as women and men living positively 

with AIDS. I explored it within the context of ‘informal conversation’ which 

increases cordial reciprocal relationship, empathy and honesty (Fontana & Frey, 

1994:371). It was partly purposed to listen to group leaders of what they made of the 

workshop experiences and how it may have informed their outlook. Each interviewee 

enumerated their individual group needs and challenges. The Tukule interviewee 

highlighted the need for skills support – inviting me to be the group’s patron. The 

Munno leader focused on the need to be linked to sponsors to enable the group’s 

cooperative activities. It was the most emotional time for me. I felt how fortunate I 

was as a man and a human being of privileged class. 

Field documents: Field documents were mainly of two categories. These involved 

data relating to the preliminary research phase that sought to identify participants for 

the TfD workshops. The second were documents relating to Munno and the TfD 

project itself. In the former case, these included plays, video and audio recordings of 

plays, workshop reports and theatre group profiles mostly of an archival nature. These 

were sourced from NGOs, MGLSD, facilitators, playwrights and directors. This data 

informed the Learning from the Ugandan Context Chapter on TfD and gender in 

Uganda and identifying Munno (see discussion: My entry into the field, page 92).  

I also provided participants with flipcharts, on which they recorded group discussions 

to enable systematic presentation in the joint workshop meetings. This was limited to 

the preliminary sessions of interpretation and analysis of the folktale and general 

themes. Each participant was also provided with an exercise book in which to record 

their reflections in journal form. This was optional (see discussion of Memos, page 

98). I received five journal entries from participants and one from the co-facilitator. 

Participant-as-observer, teacher and facilitator: Cherry discusses the researcher’s 

reflection on her/his experience as data (1999:73) noting that in practice, the 

collaboration in action research and the level and nature of engagement by the parties 
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involved may differ ‘as further cycles of the process occur’ (1999:4). Patton, 

considering ‘variations in observer involvement’ posits that in qualitative design, ‘the 

extent of participation is a continuum that varies from complete immersion in the 

setting as full participant to complete separation from the setting as spectator’. There 

is ‘a great deal of variation along the continuum’ between the two (2002: 265; see 

also Olesen, 1994:166). In this inquiry I played multiple roles depending on the 

situation and research phase. The ethics of qualitative feminist research requires that 

participants’ needs, like the researcher’s, be a part of the research analysis (Harding, 

1987 and Olesen, 1994).  

Conscious of the ethical concern in feminist research regarding ‘getting data from 

respondents as a means to an end’ (Olesen, 1994:166) and drawing on the evolving 

nature of qualitative inquiry, I structured the data collection to source participants’ 

expectations at the beginning of the workshop. These were integrated in the overall 

structure of the workshop. Besides a daily allowance coded as ‘transport’, participants 

expected to learn playmaking and performance skills. I therefore played the role of 

facilitator of playmaking skills in TfD. To them I was called Omusomesa which 

means teacher. My research role was kept less manifest within the workshop process. 

I performed as a facilitator of learning through a problem posing strategy (Freire, 

1994) explaining the objective of each workshop activity, the methods for exploring 

the issue and facilitating the cycles of action and learning. I oscillated between these 

roles, at times less distinctively. While I actively facilitated all joint workshops from a 

range of observational positions, I mainly used participant observation. In the post-

production community discussions, I often ‘intervened’ to focus the discussions and 

to enable more voices to increase women’s participation (see related discussion 

Negotiating power and tensions, page 113). 

Data analysis 

Data collection and analysis often occurs simultaneously in qualitative research 

(Cherry, 1999:72; Ely, 1991; Delamond, 1992; Van Manen, 1990 and Taylor, 1996 in 

Greenwood, 1999:39; Huberman & Miles, 1994: 428-29 &, 431-32 and O’Connor, 

2003: 112) and more especially in the action research strategy which derives and 

investigates experience through interdependent cycles of Planning, Action, 

Observation and Reflection (see related discussion action research framework, page 
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83). Denzin captures this interdependence through his observation that the elements of 

‘meaning, interpretation, and representation are deeply intertwined in one another’ 

(1994:504) as discussed below. 

Journals, memos and reflective notes 

The concepts of diary and journal have been applied interchangeably (Cherry, 1999 

and McKernan, 1991). While Cherry posits the function of journal writing as 

‘recording experience’ and ‘making sense of it’ (1999:101), McKernan prescribes that 

diaries should be kept regularly; ‘record[ing] both facts and interpretive accounts’ 

(1991:49). As noted under ‘field documents’ (see page, 96), five participants, the co-

facilitator and the researcher kept journals. I recorded the overall workshop plan - 

scheme of work and also kept a more detailed workshop schedule for daily activities. 

I took into consideration the co-facilitator’s observations and evaluations. I discussed 

the record with the co-facilitator and highlighted task expectations on a daily basis. 

This was also a reflexive record describing the process as exemplified below: 

The participants are asked to identify a folktale for performance and they choose the 

story of Kintu ….. They take a formation of semicircle. The teller assumes the role of 

grandmother … and other participants act the children while some like the men do 

not fully enter role… (Facilitator, Journal, Day 1). 

The journal entry also explained the rationale for the process and, focusing on 

involving women, often drew on experiential data to provide analysis and interpretive 

accounts. For example, this was the entry for Day 6: 

I foreground participants’ experiences to enhance ownership of the process … By 

beginning with a folktale of their choice the process is aimed at helping women build 

on a traditional resource as a strategy to enable them to build confidence and also to 

let them take lead in the process of learning (Facilitator, Journal, Day 6).  

Crystallisation of observation through ‘multiple observers’ and methods is one way to 

augment trustworthiness (Adler & Adler, 1994:381). The co-facilitator’s journal 

provided another point of view of the same process. She described the process 

including the games and their purposes. For instance, on Day two she noted: 

Entangle: in this game one of the participants is sent away and while s/he is away, 

these ones who stay must tighten up forming one solid block/entangle…the other one 

must now come and disentangle them in a few minutes…he is a professor from a big 

university’  
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Why the game: To break that idea that we who are coming from without this 

community have…solutions but the people must free themselves because they know 

why & how some of their problems came about (Beat, Journal, Day, 1). 

Besides providing the empowerment rationale that informed the game selection, the 

co-facilitator’s journal entry also served as data which was considered in relation to 

participants’ own experiences of the games. It provided knowledge on how games 

functioned in empowering the participants by gender. For instance, on Day 3 she 

noted: 

Exercise analysis: The ladies brought simple exercises that every one did willingly but 

the men brought tough and militaristic exercises that some women were feeling 

strained, they [women] left the exercise (Beat, Journal, Day 3). 

The co-facilitator’s entry provided useful data about group dynamic and particularly 

power relationships affecting the process: ‘there was a problem with the 

chairperson…people tend not to talk after she has talked...she often tries to emphasise 

her authority [or] to dismiss [others] she is dominating’. This observation at the 

formative stage of the project was helpful in subsequent planning to enhance 

participation. I took charge of the group which had the dominating participants. My 

gender and status also became a stabilising factor. The co-facilitator also raised 

questions of gender representation and trustworthiness: ‘can these four men be heard 

over the 21 ladies...’ (Beat, Journal, Day 1, see also Appendix 2:A9). Her journal was 

also crucial in providing observations of individual sessions with the group that she 

facilitated. It provided perceptive data that could not be collected by the recorder 

especially of discussions held prior to workshop presentations. This included tensions 

in the group and how they were negotiated. This record of data was important in 

evaluating the co-facilitator’s performance, and planning the subsequent workshop 

activities.  

Literature on participant journal writing as a method of data collection, particularly 

from action research, has prescribed some practices that are important elements of the 

form. These include: regularity, cross-referring or sharing of entries, creating time for 

the activity and providing a structure for writing (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988a:144-

45 and McKernan, 1991:49). I departed from such a prescriptive approach, given that 

the central observation method on the part of participants was action and reflection. 

Emphasising writing and using a structured approach would undermine the 
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performative basis that underlies the TfD process which draws from traditional forms 

of expression such as story telling (see also Abah, 2003: 95-98 on scenario as to 

traditional open-ended form appropriate for learning).  

Most of the women in the group, being less educated, were not confident to 

communicate through writing. Participant journal reflections were therefore optional. 

They were to write in either English or their mother tongue. One wrote in English. 

She was not a Muganda. The other four wrote in Luganda, their first language. Cherry 

outlines four basic uses of a journal; ‘catharsis’, ‘description’ ‘free, intuitive writing’ 

and ‘reflection’ (1999:102) what Jim McKernan has referred to as ‘personal 

sentiments, and even confessions’ (1991:48). Journal writing enabled data that could 

otherwise not be communicated in the workshop context. Cultural constraint limited 

the extent to which women could orally discuss the subject of sexuality. For example, 

continuing the dialogue on sexuality and the need for men to recognise women’s 

sexuality and appreciate their feelings Babirye wrote:  

A real man who is meeting with a woman has to first establish her condition, for once 

that part of a woman is touched there is a way it excites her. ... I think I have been 

understood…you wonder what is wrong with such a man who just ambushes you as 

if it is a rape. Such behaviour can cause a woman to desire because she has no 

happiness. ..…a woman expects foreplay...he [the man] should know the sensitive 

parts of a woman so he may arouse her into the mood instead of just knocking her 

down (Babirye, Journal, Day 6). 

It offered an alternative channel of communication. This implied that there could have 

been relevant information that I did not know from the participants who did not keep 

journal entries.  

Sieving and organising the data 

Unlike the inductive method, the inside-out is potentially ‘“messy”, 

unfocussed…time-consuming and expensive’ where ‘potentially everything is 

relevant data’ (Cherry, 1999:63). I was confronted with an enormous data overload of 

about 120 hours of audio and 30 hours of video footage. Beside this load I had also 

another 30 hours of preliminary audio interviews that helped construct a context of 

TfD and women in Uganda. This scenario led me to what Huberman & Miles have 

referred to as ‘data management limbo’ (1994:430). This latter category was 

important owing to limited literature on the subject in Uganda. Sense making of 
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‘mountains’ of data to enable the ‘transla[tion  of] what has been learned into a body 

of textual work that communicates these understandings’ is acknowledged as a central 

challenge for qualitative researchers (Denzin, 1994: 500; see also Strauss, 1987:26). 

The cyclic and dialogic nature of the enquiry also provided limited recognisable data 

variations, presenting plateau periods or apparent data saturation (Cherry, 1999: xii & 

18). Data reduction became the main challenge because I required a ‘reduced set of 

data as a basis for thinking about its meanings’ (Huberman & Miles, 1994:429). This 

turned out to be the most protracted part of the data analysis, what O’Connor equated 

to ‘a fisherman trawling endlessly over the same patch of O’Connor (2003: 113). 

Owing to my close association with the data, and the nature of human experience that 

was often emotional, there were challenges to facilitating reflection.  

Data processing involved cataloguing and logging all the footage. This interim 

analysis involved grouping the tapes into three categories: Group A for perseverance 

Group B for desire and group discussion (GD) which was mainly the presentation, 

reflections and interventions in the joint workshops. For the entry of each category, I 

numbered the tapes, indicated the tape side, date of performance, day subject and 

activity. I then created a catalogue indicating the Tape number, category, theme/topic 

areas and the sides; A or B. This was important for retrieval of information, 

categorisation, and analysis. I also entered in a note book separately the identification 

details of all the tapes and highlighted the key dialogues. I then selected sample tapes 

which I listened to and watched repeatedly to ‘feel with’ and internalise the voices 

and allow the data ‘to sink in’. This was also important as audio data was in a 

language that was not my first language. I identified phrases and sections that were 

not clear to me and consulted the participants and the co-facilitator among others (See 

discussion under Language on page 102). The third phase was transcription of the 

dialogues of selected sessions in translation by the researcher.  

Data analysis began with sense making of interviews and progressed by drawing on 

the emerging patterns which inturn informed the strategy and process of observation. 

For field interviews, relating to interviews with resource persons on TfD in Uganda, I 

listened to the tapes and identified leads. McKernan defines a log as ‘a running record 

of transactions events,’ (1991:48). I also kept a log of documents received or 

recommended. Strauss classifies this category of writing as ‘preliminary memos’ - 
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concerned with ‘operational’ questions, memory jogs and ‘thinking aloud on paper’, 

getting more analytical through for instance categorisation, integration and cross-

referencing as the research progresses (1987:109-110). Carver perceives writing as 

‘an “act of discovery’’’ (Carver 1989 in Denzin, 1994:504; see also Huberman & 

Miles, 1994:431), a distancing tool that enhances reflexivity (Taylor, 1996 and Van 

Manen, 1990), thus making writing an act interpretation and coming to know 

(Richardson, 1994: 516).  

In Denzin’s view writing the interpretive text is what helps fieldworkers in sense 

making and to ‘understand what has been learned’ (1994:502). Huberman and Miles, 

considering interpretation as an act of ‘drawing meaning from displayed data,’ posit 

that analysis involves a ‘multiple, iterative set of tactics’, (1994:429) and writing 

memos is one tool that has been recognised as useful in interpretation (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990 in Denzin, 1994: 503). After transcription, I wrote memos on each of the 

selected workshop activities. These were ‘theoretical memo[s]’ or ‘organising, 

summary memo[s]’ (Strauss, 1987:129). Memo writing as a thinking tool was useful 

during data reduction. It helped me to navigate sheer amounts of data, to focus, to 

identify patterns and themes and construct categories. Each memo was paginated: for 

instance Memo 7 ST/PE 3-7. 

Language 

Language has been a key element in participative and liberationist literature. In TfD 

dialogues on language have mainly focussed on its cultural, pedagogical and capacity 

to foster popular participation, ownership and cultural action in development (wa 

Mirii, 1980). Experiences of working, and particularly of facilitating, in a language 

other than one’s first language is important in TfD research. In my case, Luganda, in 

which I conducted the workshops, is not my first language. Although I communicate 

functionally, the research exacted more communication and comprehension demands 

from me as a facilitator. I had also to translate the data into English (with the 

exception of the journal entries of Beat and Agneta) through a simultaneous process 

of interpretation, reduction, analysis and reporting. Awareness of the limitations 

informed my research design. It guided my choice of research assistant/co-facilitator 

and my data collection method; - video and audio recording - to facilitate capturing 

primary data as it were presented.  
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Patton has noted that one observing data performed in any language requires 

knowledge of ‘the literal meanings of the words used…[and]the connotations and 

symbolism involved in those words…[because] capturing the precise language of the 

participants is an important way to record participants’ own understanding of their 

experiences’ (Patton, 1990:228-229). I identified and consulted on language in data I 

was unfamiliar with during the workshops, and during the review of recorded data. I 

‘bracketed’ dialogues that required illumination. I consulted the co-facilitator, group 

leaders and participants when it was possible at any point in the cycle but mostly 

during the ‘reflection’ activities/sessions: at the start of the workshops, within the 

workshops and at the end of the week. All participants had formal education and 

functional English. Some were teachers who assisted in translations. I also consulted 

my wife, who is a native speaker, and the co-facilitator. They were particularly 

helpful after I had moved back to Australia and began the transcription and detailed 

analysis. In this case, I explored the telephonic method: text messaging through the 

internet to the mobile phone and telephone interview. I present an example of one 

such conversation: Hi Beat,  

How’s your day beginning? Mine is closing. …Let me ask something that I am not 

getting clear from the tape(s). Zubeda while talking of how the man tricked her into 

her own wedding …talks of the blood stained [bed] sheets being taken to her mother 

plus a goat. What is not clear [from the recording] is what they do with the sheets. … 

It sounded like she puts them on till they get torn or something. Kindly reply…  

Cheers! 

Patrick 

Hi Patrick, I have been away for some time sorry could not reply sooner than now, 

yah It may be strange but the mother of the girl puts on that blood stained sheet 

usually as an inner garment to remind her that she took good care of her daughter 

and also as a pride that she gave away a daughter for a bride… 

I hope this helps. 

Beat 

Raw data requires ‘processing’ which involves ‘correct[ing]… edit[ing] and 

transcrib[ing]’ (Huberman and Miles, 1994:430) I have edited the text for 

typographical errors and text coding that may be typically Ugandan. This sustained 

experience with Luganda, instead of being a limitation significantly expanded my 



 

104 

communication in Luganda. By close of the workshop I was communicating mainly 

in the language. My understanding of the cultural basis of gender and the contingent 

social context in its formulation was also deepened.  

Presentation 

Representation has remained key in feminist discussion on report writing. Variations 

in perspective have centred on the location of the author’s and others in the ‘tales of 

the field’. Each researcher will always draw from the assumptions that underpin the 

research paradigm used to make choices (Denzin, 1994; Fine, 1992 and Lewin 1991 

in Olesen, 1994:167). My research, informed by a participative world view that 

centres on experience, includes the voices of the participants, and my voice. Using 

multiple voices can help overcome the limitation of ‘talking over’ the Other’s voice 

which often happens when ‘we talk about or for them’ (Denzin, 1994:503). Feminists 

have argued that ‘voice’ as well as ‘the account’ are ‘deeply implicated in the very 

foundations of feminist research’.  They are concerned about ‘how voices of 

participants are to be heard, with what authority and in what form’ (Olesen, 

1994:167). I own my voice and make it clear when ‘I’, ‘we’ and ‘they’ or a particular 

individual are offering their thoughts and opinions through the use of pseudonyms.  

In writing I have drawn from a range of perspectives on observing the research 

phenomena. Britzman has argued that drawing analysis of a subject from different 

points of view is crucial for interpretation (Britzman, 1991 in Price, 1998: 62). 

Variations in how phenomena were perceived provided context for analysis. This 

involved, in part, contextualising and interrogating these differences. This was 

through cycles of action and reflection. A number of qualitative theorists have argued 

that participants’ analyses triangulated with researcher’s observation enhance 

trustworthiness (Denzin, 1989; Schatzman & Strauss, 1973 and Webb et al., 1966 in 

Adler & Adler, 1994:381).  

I chose to thickly describe (Geertz, 2003) the action and participants’ reflections in 

their voices to describe their world vividly, to capture the essence of their experiences 

and perceptions, and to show when ‘their lives are…illuminated with new meanings 

and new transformations’. I use ‘thick description’ to provide the reader with ‘the 

context of [the] experience…the intentions and meanings that organised the 
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experience, and [to] reveal[] the experience as a process’ (Denzin, 1994:505; see also 

Burgess, 1984:209-219 in Olesen, 1994:166 and Blaikie, 1993:5). This use of 

‘illustrative data’ is to ‘provide a sense of reality to the account’ (‘to convey the 

viewpoint’) of the participants, to triangulate and to support my theoretical 

interpretations (Strauss, 1987:216). This way, I also attempt to provide ‘conditions’ 

for the reader to make her/his own judgement of my interpretations and provide more 

room for continued engagement. For as Denzin concludes ‘authentic understanding is 

created when readers are able to live their way into an experience that has been 

described and interpreted [italics added] (1994:506). In my analysis, I attempt to 

capture the journey of this experience. This also informed my structuring of the report 

along the three frames of Breaking the Ground, Perseverance and Desire. Values of 

‘informed consent’ ‘right to privacy’ and ‘protection from harm’ (Fontana & Frey, 

1994:373) are central to the ethics of research. I opted to use pseudonyms although 

workshop participants consented to using their names in the report. The exception to 

this was with interviewees who are theatre practitioners and MGLSD officials. I have 

however reverted to pseudonyms where in my judgement I have found it important to 

protect the person’s identity. 

Conclusion 

Using a feminist methodology within an action research framework provided a 

participative interactive space. This was helpful in achieving focus on key elements of 

feminist research; enabling the voices of women and their experiences as units of 

action and analysis (Stanley & Wise, 1993 and Olesen, 1994). The dialogic TfD 

approach was useful as a frame of privileging, presenting and recycling experience 

which was central to learning and the production of knowledge. It created a contextual 

understanding of the construction of oppression. It was significant as a 

conscientisation frame. It moved the participants from stereotypical perceptions of 

experiences of oppression, to discovering through dialogic action and deconstruction, 

the role of culture, history, gender, and patriarchy in women’s oppression. As hooks 

stresses ‘the ability to see and describe one’s own reality is a significant step in one’s 

own… process of self-discovery’ (2000:26). Besides empowerment, the interactive 

frame also provided critical space in which men and women collaboratively tested 

intended action in a rehearsal for life. Reflexivity is core to all transformative politics 

(hooks, 2000; Aston, 1988 and Stanley & Wise, 1993). From the point of view of 
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research the feminist methodology provided understanding of women’s experiences 

of oppression. It produced more knowledge about the opportunities and constraints of 

negotiating gender than I had gained in my earlier experiences that were less 

participative and prescriptive in negotiating gender through TfD. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

BREAKING THE GROUND 

This is day one of the Mulwadde II project. After five months of negotiating I am finally 

starting the work. I am up by 4.am to complete my (re)application for a Canadian Visa for 

the 5th Idea Congress in Ottawa before proceeding to the Vice-Chancellor to request a 

letter of support for the application. The first application failed because the Canadian 

Immigration was not persuaded I had intentions to return from Canada. It takes at least 2 

weeks to process a visa application to Canada from Kampala and I have only 20 days till 

the conference begins. I go to town to download an appeal letter from the IDEA 

organisers. My letter of support from The VC is not ready and I am advised to see the 

University Secretary. He is also out of office and I am advised to come back in two days. 

The Dean of the Faculty of Arts agrees to write me the cover letter. It is now nearly 11.am. 

The Post-graduate office tells me my application for research funding has not yet been 

considered. I need every cent that I can lay my hands on. I go to pick up a cheque from the 

faculty, my allowance for the Leeds University African conference I attended. I get the 

cheque but the Bank Manager tells me it lacks an authorisation letter. I race back up the 

stairs and, thank God, the cheque is cashed. I am running twenty minutes behind my 

appointment with the co-facilitator, my new research assistant. The first one I had firmed 

up lost a relative about a fortnight ago and is in an extended period of mourning. The 

second one has another job after long periods of waiting for the project to get started. 

Over a quick meal at Sunset Restaurant next to the Department of Women and Gender 

Studies, Beatrice tells me she may be getting a job in the week to come. I tell her, ‘let us 

cross the bridge when we come to it.’ After running through the programme for the day 

we have less than 1 hour to finish and purchase materials for the workshops (courtesy of 

the money from the faculty). The photocopier fails due to power cuts and we have to shift 

around Wandegeya suburb. The chairperson of the MPTC Group calls me to say the 

location for the workshops has shifted. We have 10 minutes left. The Boda boda motorcycle 

presents the quickest means to reach our site. Beatrice agrees to knot her fancy hairstyle, 

boards one and soon we roar up Mulwadde hill to the workshop space. We hit two dead 

ends. We are lost. Eventually we hear handclapping and pull up next to a wooden 

building with a slanting two foot-fence. It is a one-room school. The benches on which 

we sit skew us towards the ground. The ground is rugged dusty and bumpy. A road 

borders the school feeding to some slum ‘highway’. A pickup truck goes by at full throttle 

and we reach for our noses and clasp our eyes to keep out the dust. This is to be our place 

for the workshops. 
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Overlooking our practice space is a Pentecostal church. Crafted from used planks, its 

acoustics are poor and given the destitution of most of the slum population there is 

always a congregation invoking God at nearly any given time. We strain to hear one 

another and our data collection instruments pick mainly the chanting from the church. 

An explanation from the group leader about the change from the originally agreed venue 

is not a priority. We relocate to one of the members’ homes. Her house shares the veranda 

with part of the road. We transform this into our stage.  

This introduction underscores the central motif of this research strategy; 

provisionality. We had to confront, appreciate, embrace, strategise and negotiate 

within a malleable context to facilitate participation and move the project forward. I 

have thus named this chapter breaking the ground. It explores the research context: 

games and exercises as strategies for participation, and storytelling/performance as a 

generative process for the key categories of perseverance and desire that the project 

problematised.    

The research context 

Cherry (1999) observes that the research context responds to the question of who was 

leading the inquiry, how s/he went about it and the research site. It facilitates 

highlighting the characteristics of the situation under study. Cherry continues that 

contextualising research implies ‘explicitly describing…the context in which action is 

being taken’ and that in the process, ‘meaning is being created and theories 

constructed. In this act of description, [italics added] the researcher not only gives life 

to the context but distances him or herself from the experience’ (1999:77 & 83). In the 

research context, I address the composition of participants and I describe the 

environment/setting of research, the group dynamics and associated challenges. I then 

contextualise games and exercises and their function in action, learning and 

empowerment mainly from the point of view of participants. 

Participants 

There were 25 participants drafted from different groups. 13 belonged to Munno of 

Mulwadde II; 6 from TWG; and 6 from other groups. Of the four men, one had 

strayed into the workshop out of curiosity and stayed (see Appendix 2:A9). All the 

men were married; one was into his thirties, another into his forties and the other two 

into their fifties. The latter were polygamists. Two men were army veterans, one a 



 

109 

pensioner and the fourth an HIV counsellor and chairperson of men living with 

HIV/AIDS.  

The women were into their thirties and fifties, ten of them widows, eight married and 

the others single (widowed or separated). MPTC was formed in response to the 

problem of AIDS. Objectives included ‘community education and mobilisation for 

HIV testing, and informal education’ (MPTC, 2004:1). Undergoing an HIV test was a 

pre-requisite for membership. The majority of the members were living positively 

with AIDS (Zamilla, personal communication, June 17, 2004). Besides participating 

in NGO sponsored AIDS awareness drama programs, MPTC engaged in activities 

including cookery and handiwork. For a living, members did petty trading; vending 

mostly groceries and food in roadside evening markets. Some participants were also 

members of LC committees.  

Space 

The concept of space in TfD has been widely discussed in terms of accessibility, 

interactivity and its pedagogical and aesthetic value (Bakebwa, 1994; Boal, 1979; 

Eyoh, 1991 and Semambo-Sempebwa, 2001). But space is not always there. It is a 

challenge that mediates the TfD process and outcomes. Besides enhancing TfD’s 

capacity for participation, in some contexts it is a resource that has to be negotiated. 

In the slum environment, any open space is public space (mostly schools and churches 

provide the few open spaces) and potentially a contested and congested resource with 

a clan of competing interests. This was a challenge on the first day of the workshop as 

observed by the co-facilitator: 

Space is quite limiting, we are squashed on a veranda of a school [and] close to a 

Pentecostal church ... Most of the ladies do know the church songs and are humming 

or tapping their feet to the rhythm while the men complain of noise. ..We have 

moved to... one of the participant’s veranda; too close to the road, actually part of us 

are in the road (see Appendix 2: A9). 

When we shifted to Musana School, we were allocated a classroom of 3X5 meters 

with short and narrow children’s desks. Each could accommodate a maximum of two 

adult participants if they sat diagonally. The rooms had no lighting except one and it 

was available after 6.00pm. However, it opened to a teacher’s house and the Head 

teacher’s office. We used this space for planning and evaluation at night. We could 
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only work after school hours 5.00pm and had to vacate the space by 7.00pm to allow 

secondary pupils to do their prep. Another challenge was that our workshops 

coincided with schools’ Music, Dance & Drama Festival’s season. This led to 

tensions over space as the host School’s rehearsals were conducted during after-

school hours (4.30 pm -6.00 pm). The co-facilitator journal apprehended this 

experience on Day Nine when she observed ‘intense drum beats coupled with 

occasional sand sweeps into the eyes cause discomfort to the participants and me too 

(Beat, Journal, Day 9). We had to shift continuously.  

Owing to the many activities, there were acoustic challenges necessitating rethinking 

data collection strategy. This was the main factor that informed our decision to adjust 

our method by asking participants to hold the audio-recorders close to their face as 

they discussed – to minimise background noise. It had the advantage of facilitating 

confidence and enabling voice. They talked with emphasis as if they were putting 

their views on record through a public speaking device – an authorial stance that 

defined their space and gave value to their contribution. For instance, they would 

introduce themselves before discussing, a feature arguably drawn from the mode of 

phone-in discussions characteristic of the many FM radio stations (see for related 

discussion: Negotiating the mandate, page 62). This in term facilitated identification 

of tracking views and voices of participants in the data processing phase. 

We adapted to and negotiated our environment, shifting games and more interactive 

sessions to two exterior spaces; a 7 by 10 meter feet quadrangle facing a wood plank 

and iron sheets. The latter separated the school from a dusty playground of another 

school. The space also doubled as laundry and drying yard for resident teachers. The 

second and larger space was bounded by three pit latrines - not particularly fresh. 

There was a rubbish disposal point in the middle of the available patch of grass. A 

nearby tree stump was improvised as a ‘bench’. This was to constitute our main 

workshop space. However, the open setting exposed us to impromptu and often 

disruptive ‘audiences’. Managing audiences during community performance has been 

a composite element of workshop planning. Some participants had to be diverted 

alternately to manage the children who often very quickly turned it into a distractive 

cat-and-mouse game baiting, daring and taunting the crowd controllers. This raised 

additional constraints on time. However, as explained earlier in the Isis I experience 
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in Luwero (see page Gender, time and participation 59), gender was a significant 

factor informing the negotiation of time. 

Time 

Gender roles affect the participation of women in TfD (Lwabi, 1995; Mbowa, 1998; 

Mlama, 1991b:42; and Tanyi-Tang, 2001). This was a challenge that confronted us on 

the first day of the workshop as observed by the co-facilitator: 

Most ladies are very concerned about … time [that] they must go home and cook for 

their husbands and children (Beat, Journal, Day 1). 

Women’s roles outside theatre, as mothers, mourners, breadwinners and community 

leaders were a factor that mediated the scheduling of workshops. Given that 21 of the 

25 participants were women, we agreed to three meetings a week and two hours a day 

(5.00pm - 7.00pm). This is when the women would have performed most of their 

domestic roles.  

Being mostly vendors in the evening markets where they worked for subsistence, I 

often experienced tension negotiating between being able to collect ‘enough data’ and 

intervening factors of gender roles and participants’ health. I also had ‘contractual 

expectations’ of enabling them with performance skills in return for their participation 

in the workshop. Flexibility became core to my design, where all situations were 

perceived as temporal – improvising around time as we progressed. I considered 

every situation as a composition of potentially dialogic scores that could be re-

arranged to sustain action. I approached all challenges as opportunities to re-invent 

and adjust the research strategy and every experience as a chance for discovery and 

for learning from the real world of the participants. Participants’ reality (where the 

day is negotiated by the hour) shaped my strategy. For instance, the workshop process 

involved participants exploring every role in the scenario to enable learning and 

knowledge but also to provide a resource for a pool of understudies (see Crystallising 

contexts of perseverance and of desire page 178 & 228). The exigencies of their 

health and their survival challenges meant that no participant could guarantee her/his 

presence at the next workshop. For example, on the day of the community 

performance, the lead actor in the role of Senga lost a niece and had to be away for 

burial. An actor from the Enaku group took up her role. This led to three role changes 
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across the two performances without having to rehearse participants in their new 

roles.  

Resources  

I have considered space as a resource that we had to negotiate, compete for and 

manage with a sense of provisionality (see pages 109-110). Remuneration, coded as 

‘transport’ that I paid the participants was also a significant factor determining the 

number and gender of participants and time for workshops. ‘Transport’ is a malleable 

term with a range of applications in Uganda that could imply a tip, remuneration or a 

bribe. The allowance was a gesture of appreciation for attendance and participation. 

The first question I was asked by a member of ‘men living with HIV/AIDS Union’ 

group when searching for a community to work with was ‘how much are you going to 

pay?’ (See also page 116 about Zigizigi wanting participants paid for attending a 

consultation meeting). Hamza explained that many eligible males opted not to 

participate in the project because the ‘transport’ was not sufficient to supplement their 

roles as breadwinners.  For women, two dollars a day (what I could afford) was 

appreciated (See also Appendix 2:A9). This led to a disproportionate gender 

representation. Men felt they were out-numbered and complained of being under-

represented always being portrayed as the problem ([GD: 15A:032; Beat, Journal, 

Day 1).  

Having to raise funds as well as simultaneously conduct the research created tensions 

of priority. To offset costs I had to engage in activities unrelated to my research for 

long hours. This included contractual work – such as devising TfD plays on 

reproductive health and condom use for Population Services International – Uganda. 

Other sources included savings from my Conference travelling allowance (see page 

107) my salary and other family earnings. Payments to the participants were often 

delayed.  

Health of participants  

As it was observed in the introduction of this chapter, MPTC was a post-test club and 

the majority of participants were HIV positive; some with full blown AIDS. This 

created challenges of the levels of physical activity that participants could be engaged 

in. There was a need to monitor and manage their health closely but away from 
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relations of sympathy. While participants’ sero-status was a private matter, they were 

however generally aware of the others’ status. Some participants were open, sharing 

information about their status and their HIV/AIDS related activities. For instance, 

Tom, a chairperson of an association of Men living positively with AIDS invited me 

to work with another group he belonged to. After acknowledging participants’ health 

status as a factor in the workshop, I let the chairperson manage members’ health 

within the established MPTC framework. Participants were encouraged to inform the 

facilitators if they felt indisposed to enable planning for the workshops. The sick were 

exempted from games or other activities. An average of four participants was 

indisposed per workshop, as observed by the co-facilitator: ‘during the warm ups 

various participants complain of body weakness and so five did not participate except 

by observation’ (Beat, Journal, Day 12). Some space in the corner of the compound 

was designated as ‘sick bay’ where they spread their mats, rested and took their heath 

supplements and ARV medications. I had to redefine participation. The sick were 

deemed to have participated and received their ‘transport’ allowance. This was to 

avoid discrimination on account of sickness. Even those who were absent, attending 

funerals, were paid for ‘participating’ as long as they sent in their apologies.  

The health dynamic also prompted a renegotiation of the games and exercises strategy 

from more physically involving games and exercises to mostly warm-ups, 

concentration and group-building games. This led to a more participative outcome – 

where facilitators on average introduce/led two games per session. Participants 

alternately (men and women) introduced and led us in games of their choice – which 

were often appropriate for their health. Besides enhancing participation, giving the 

women opportunity to lead and building their confidence, this strategy became a 

learning point of how gender intervened in the choice of games and the participants’ 

interaction in the games. In the analysis of and reflection on the games, it turned out 

to be an activity that empowered them. Women enjoyed games and expressed 

learning of group and communication skills. They felt physically empowered and 

healthier (see Games and Exercises page 118; see also Appendices 20:A58 & 23:A68). 

Negotiating power and tensions 

I have discussed, in the Learning from Ugandan Contexts Chapter and in the 

preceding section, my multiple roles and how this was potentially a source of power 
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and influence. While feminists are critical of limiting conceptions of power to control 

and domination (see pages 10-13), they theorise power as not inherently bad. Lips 

(1991) argues that power is a necessary element of social relationships as long as it is 

‘limited, balanced’ and used with ‘responsibility’ (1991:10). She thus underscores the 

feminist constitution of power as positive and enabling. Qualitative feminist 

researchers like Olesen have contested the negative connotation that often associates 

power with ‘bias’. She considers power a potential ‘resource’ which can be evoked 

with ‘reflexivity to uncover what may be deep-seated but poorly recognised views on 

issues central to the research … the researcher’s views, thinking and conduct’ 

(1994:165). Aware of my position as an African man working with women, I 

attempted through the process to diffuse power by democratising the space and 

encouraging dialogues and openness. However, the egalitarian relations I attempted to 

encourage created free expression leading to tendencies of defiance against MPTC 

authority by some participants. Some openly challenged what they viewed as leaders’ 

dominance.  

This threatened to undermine the workshop process and raised fundamental questions. 

How might this ‘freedom’ impact on post-project group relations? While 

democratisation of the process was to foster group dynamics and to enable 

participation, how might emerging relations impact on the trustworthiness of the data 

collected? If participants associated the researcher with their experience of 

empowerment would this cause what I will call the facilitator-effect, an equivalent of 

what Holloway & Wheeler (2002::94) have called ‘the interviewer effect’, where 

participants perform to ‘please’ the interviewer or be agreeable. The predominantly 

Ganda participants come from a strong tradition of patronage (Nakanyike, 1991:772) 

where performing politeness or deference is emphasised (Frank, 1995:95).  

Facilitating the participants with ‘transport’, as noted earlier in this chapter, was also 

potentially domesticating. Demonstrating a capacity to pay 25 people out of my 

pocket was a performance of power especially if the allowance made a difference in 

people’s lives. One option of making my ‘performance of power’ less visible was to 

remit the payments through the official channels of MPTC. However, I opted to deal 

directly with individual members after averting a near revolt that threatened to derail 

the research process. The leadership had attempted to deduct 30% of participants’  
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‘transport’ as a cost for ‘bidding’ for the research project.  Thus, having to ‘depend on 

me’ for their daily allowance had the potential to translate into power over 

participants and to affect trustworthiness of data. Severally, participants (women) 

performed their appreciation in ways that underscored this risk.  Eva came to me after 

practice, knelt and said: 

Ssebo (sir) thank you very much for enabling us to buy milk for our children 

(Facilitator, Journal, Day 18). 

Besides using ‘transport’ for supplementing subsistence costs some women saved 

their ‘transport’ for capital to invest in their evening market vending ([GD:15A:408]). 

Could this relation impact on their behaviour? Culturally this was a possible scenario. 

I was a man, educated and a University lecturer who ‘flew’ out of the country (to 

Canada) a week into the project and to Australia a week after the project. For 

instance, I observed a ‘dream-effect’ whereby my experiences filtered into their 

narratives of empowerment. Maria, in the wrap-up evaluation, said her dream was to 

become a famous actor and perform in Canada and Australia ([GD: 15A:109]). 

Perceived positively as empowerment, the dream-effect is attributable to the form and 

context which facilitated participants to perceive other relational possibilities enabling 

them other ways of seeing, experiencing and working - power within.  

My gender and status was often invoked to restore order especially in the formative 

stages of the workshop when tensions of gender and seniority were pronounced. Some 

men resisted direction by women and particularly the co-facilitator. In one case when 

the co-facilitator asked a male participant, for purposes of exploring the narrative, if 

he had children, Zigizigi answered ‘I have children who are older than you!’ Some 

men were also less likely to accept their mistakes when participating in collective 

activities (games). They tended to resist when advised to take direction (see related 

discussion Games and exercises page 118). Generally, participants initially despised 

the co-facilitator. This has often happened due to cultural factors of age, gender and 

seniority. Women were the most problematic. In her journal entry she observed:  

The challenge is of people listening especially as Patrick is away. The ladies are very 

unruly until I ask them if we should suspend the meetings until Patrick comes back 

(Beat, Journal, Day 10). 

She reminded them the recorder was running and she would use it to support her 

claim. I did not experience this in the workshops I facilitated. In the evaluation 



 

116 

session that followed this tension, participants reflected on the group dynamics and 

laid strategies of improving on relations with the co-facilitator (Beat, Journal, Day 

11). 

Sometimes women showed less patience and used their numerical advantage to 

silence male participants in the formative days of the workshop. The co-facilitator 

noted: 

Most women are speaking about three quarters of the entire meeting and the men 

[were] often shut down or their view [are] watered down or [they] did not say 

anything except for one who was asking about pay for that day and the ladies still 

bogged him down (Appendix 2:A9). 

This tendency often manifested especially when men opted for less dialogic strategies, 

drawing on culture and patriarchy to defend oppressive gender relations and to silence 

the women. These tensions also arose when and where men raised issues that had 

been ‘resolved’. The women tended to be protective of me. They did not want me 

offended. Women who tended to stand up to the men were MPTC and civic leaders. 

Some of them had also attended gender sensitisation workshops. They had a more 

egalitarian perception of gender equity that contrasted with the more conciliatory 

definition by other participants. The latter perceived gender equity in complimentary 

terms. The subject of sexuality and sexual abuse often created tensions that polarised 

participants along gender lines. On day eight for instance: 

During the discussions, most of the members, especially the ladies [were] pro 

castration and efforts to drive them from this are in vain….one [woman] argue[d] that 

even if it were her son, she would see it fit to castrate him if he defiled or raped 

somebody’s daughter (Appendix 5: A14). 

But these moments of tension were valuable for learning. In one case, when I 

‘prevailed over the women’ to enable some men to explain why they could not cook, a 

participant from Ankole in Western Uganda explained that culturally, he had grown 

up with the kitchen as women’s space. He claimed that a man who transgressed could 

be fined up to a goat by women. In a contrasting experience Wakawaka, a male 

participant from Central Uganda claimed he always served the family meal whenever 

meat or fish was on the menu. The discussion revealed how culture had gendered men 

differently even within Uganda. 
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There were also moments men sought protection from being silenced by women. 

Often they appealed to me and reminded women of the value of participation, 

dialogue and respect of everybody’s voice; a value I had emphasised as our code of 

practice. Domination of the discussion space also took the form of some participants 

attempting to re-interpret other’s dialogues. This, mostly done by the group leaders, 

often had the effect of drawing back dialogues, creating unease and at times 

comments of disapproval. The effect of dominating the space, partly because of 

exploiting the notion of valuing everyone’s voice, also led to silencing others’ voices 

in which case my intervention was always called on. MPTC had a hierarchical 

structure with an all-women executive. Members from TWG had been incorporated as 

‘mercenaries’ to enhance MPTC’s chances of winning performance contracts. This 

became a source of tension – the power of experience. Some TWG members felt 

superior and attempted to dominate the less experienced (for discussion on how power 

relations risked undermining participation, see Negotiating power and tensions, page 

113).  

Direct confrontations were experienced in Cycle Six; improvising the plays for the 

community. Group leaders were critical of performance by other participants. This 

can be explained as tension between endogenous and exogenous TfD values. The 

participants with a background of interventionist theatre perceived performance from 

a skills point of view, attempting to create a ‘good’ community show, while 

participants drawing from the participatory interactive theatre focused on 

collaborative learning with equal access to roles and performance space. Thus, the 

former were critical in their discussion of other’s performances and de-casted them 

for unsatisfactory acting. This was done mainly by group leaders and members of 

Tukule. This caused a power shift back to leaders and those who had stage experience, 

creating a sense of marginalisation and insecurity for the less experienced. My two 

attempts to intervene and lead participants to cast through consensus were overtaken 

by the very dynamic situation. In one situation an MPTC leader cast herself in a key 

role. However, another actress, Maria came in to demonstrate to the chairperson how 

else to perform a particular moment and took over the role until the day of 

performance. The chairperson ended up with a minor role in a crowd scene. There 

were tensions of seniority, age, gender and status that had to be acknowledged and 

negotiated in the workshop (for related discussion, see page 113).  
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Facilitating participation was also explored through other performative and group-

dynamics strategies such as games and exercises. I noted earlier in the Learning from 

Ugandan Contexts Chapter that one of the insights drawn from the Isis I project was 

that women were more responsive in collective activities such as games and group 

scenes than when they appeared in singular roles (see Gender, time and participation 

on page 59). I therefore chose to factor in games and exercises as a key feature of my 

workshop design. They were structured in at the beginning, the end and during 

intermissions.  

Games and exercises 

Games and exercises have remained an integral part of a range of theatre forms 

(Richards, 1995; Grotowski, 1969 and Boal, 1979). In feminist theatre Aston explores 

the significance of the physical state of the body and its centrality to the woman’s 

awareness and sense of herself (Aston, 1999:57). In TfD games are posited as 

enabling and fostering empowerment through development of positive attitude and 

group work (Chinyowa, 2005). In this research games constituted a core part of the 

workshop process. Initially I had intended an elaborate exploration and negotiation of 

gender through the use of games. The exigencies on the ground however led to a 

renegotiation of this strategy, as I have discussed with reference to the health of the 

participants (see page 112). The source of games was mainly two fold: facilitators and 

participants. In the latter case, at least two females and two males were invited to 

introduce and lead two games per session. This was aimed to enhance participation 

and enable learning (see Appendix 1: A2 for list and description of games).  

Evaluations were conducted on a weekly basis. A final evaluation was also done 

within the wrap-up reflection of the whole workshop on the last day of the project. 

Women expressed empowerment through participating in games (see Appendices 

22:A65 & 23:A68). 

Inferiority complexes, lack of confidence and feelings of self-pity have been 

identified as common situations inhibiting women’s participation in development 

projects and maintaining men’s domination of women (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994; 

Lwabi, 1995 and Informant B, Personal communication, May 15, 2004). They 

undermine women’s capacity for self-expression.  This subsequently disempowers 
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women leading them to believe less in themselves. Confidence and sense of self-

worth and belief in one’s individual capacity – power to - is crucial to empowerment. 

Poor physical health is commonly experienced by women in slum environments. 

Their productive and reproductive roles put much strain on their bodies. Apart from 

falling sick, this condition affects the women’s mobility and performance of their 

roles. It undermines their sense of self-worth and capacity. In the evaluation and 

analysis of games and exercise by participants, women indicated that engaging in 

games and exercises helped to restore their physical health, their wellbeing and a 

sense of self-worth. Three female participants expressed it this way: 

Maria: At times I come when my back is aching but I go back home when the back is 

well. 

Zubeda: Mingle has melted all my fats. Today I came feeling cold but now my body is 

full of warmth. 

Namubiru: We could not run initially but now our bodies feel very good (Appendix 

22:A65). 

Games also exposed some women to experiences that they perceived as entirely new. 

This led to a sense of self-discovery. Zubeda, for example, observed: 

Whenever I go home …, I usually tell my children that what I am experiencing is 

something I have never experienced despite having ever been a performer. (Appendix 

22:A65).  

Besides physical wellbeing participating in games also enhanced sense of self-

awareness and enjoyment through play. Games and exercises also helped to restore 

women’s bodies from occupational strains they accumulate while doing gender, as 

Sarah’s testimony demonstrates: 

These exercises have been very helpful to me personally. I had a motorbike accident 

and a metal had to be fixed in my leg. After doing the exercises for the first time, 

here, I was able to climb the stairs at my place of work. Whereas I used to feel as if 

the metal pin was about to pierce my flesh, this time I do not feel the pain. Since that 

time, when I am at home, I have been repeating the exercises I learnt here (Appendix 

22:A65). 

Thus, women found experiences that empower them useful and transferred what they 

learnt through theatre to improve on their performance in their daily lives. 

Kobusingye another participant who initially had difficulties bending to touch her 

knees expressed her development as follows: 
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By the time we began, I had difficulty with walking, I would move with a limp but 

after these exercises, I am now able to race. The exercise that helped to straighten 

my back was the Mother Duck game. Before that I was not able to bend easily but 

nowadays I have no problem with bending and I feel much better when I do it 

(Appendix 22:A66). 

Games gave women space and opportunity to play. In play contexts they reclaimed 

links to non-gender regimented experiences in their past and particularly child play. 

Through these, women were able to reclaim memory, re-engage with their lost 

freedom. As Nicholson (2005) pointed out, theatre makes it ‘possible to imagine the 

world to be different’ (2005:8). It also provides space for participants to experience 

the world differently and in the process they gain new understanding. Women 

experienced joy and re-discovering themselves. They valued this experience as 

empowering. Reflecting on the games for instance Eva said: 

They have reminded me of my nursery school days how I used to jump and play. It 

makes me happy and I feel good about myself (Appendix 22:A67). 

Underscoring how women’s gender roles limit their wellbeing and how exercises 

function to empower them through play, Babirye observed: 

We the old ones used to do exercises a long time ago. When the instructors 

challenged each of us to offer games and exercises I had to think back to the games I 

used to play when I was still young. I remembered Enyonyi. The games helped us to 

run. We got fit. We may be old but we feel we are also making a contribution. We 

feel we have something to offer (Appendix 22:A67) 

Participation in games and exercises demonstrated a capacity to transform women’s 

lives, enhancing their self-awareness Namujju confessed:   

Since we started doing the exercises I feel a change in my life especially with the 

Simon Says game, I enjoy it very much and there is something it adds to me (Appendix 

22:A65). 

Knowledge and interpersonal skills were gains and understandings that women 

attributed to their participation in games. Chinyowa (2005) has argued that 

participating in games as play facilitates acquisition of new understandings about 

reality. He explains this as a result of the ‘transformation’ of ‘attitudes, purposes and 

behaviours’ required of players to suit the tasks and risks involved in the game 

(2005:29). Describing her experience of the Professor - identified as entangle by the 

co-facilitator ([GD: 3A005]), and enyonyi games women said they had learnt the need 
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and value of solidarity. As Namubiru explained ‘That once you are united it becomes 

difficult for negative forces to undermine you’ ([GD: 3A:018]). Games such as Do 

This Do That (Simon Says) and Pass the Ball were said to have enhanced their 

attentiveness. Namata described it as ‘waking up our brains’. Zamilla said she had 

learnt the importance of being ‘attentive, intelligent; you have to be sharp ([GD: 

3A:033]). Women identified learning generic skills such as collaboration, teamwork 

and critical awareness and recognized them as important to their empowerment 

strategies. In recounting their learning and experience the common denominator was 

the sense of play, teamwork and enjoyment.  

Men’s experiences of the games, going by their analysis, were mainly limited to the 

performance context. They did not relate their participation to their experiences 

outside play. They focused on what entertained them, especially women’s body parts 

and amorous themes. For example, Wakawaka commenting on the Chinese whisper 

game was amused at how a whisper ‘you are beautiful’ (he was the one who began the 

whisper which he ‘sent’ to a woman next to him) changed to ‘good afternoon’. Hamza 

on the other hand said: 

What I enjoy most is looking at myself (in the games) and then looking at the way the 

women, old and young, shake their bottoms …this amuses me ([GD: 3A: 054]). 

It was also apparent in the games that men’s contributions were generally premised on 

the display of physical power and competitiveness. Hamza was critical that “Others 

do not know how to march ([GD: 3A: 052]). In some cases they drew on popular 

tunes from the Pentecostal churches to improvise martial arts or military movements 

as observed by the co-facilitator: The men did omoto gunawaka with a lot of 

uncoordinated movements (Beat, Journal, Day 5). These games were not popular as 

they strained women and placed demands on their bodies (See page 99 on how 

women responded). Games that women introduced were those they enjoyed. They 

were mainly collective play motifs requiring teamwork as well as circular formations 

in games such as Ekyuma and Enyonyi respectively. These also encouraged closer 

body contact that was instrumental in enhancing trust and group-dynamics. Men’s 

games often took linear formations and involved parade patterns. They required a lot 

of discipline including erect and fixed body positions that progressed and at times 

shifted abruptly in a snappy manner. Some of the games led by men were not 

culturally gender sensitive for women. They required angular, abrupt and often high 



 

122 

elevation of lower limbs. A number of women were elderly and their traditional dress 

limited their capacity for manoeuvre. However, men’s choice of games may not be 

universalized as a typically male attribute. Backgrounds of the participants were 

important factors in informing the games they introduced. Hamza for instance was an 

army veteran and his games had a strong tendency towards order, discipline and 

attention with less creativity and spontaneity. Among women, former teachers 

brought in kindergarten songs such as Mother Duck.  

Men also tended towards the aggressive and more sexually suggestive movements. 

For instance, the Ekikira kino (tail) game involved men hopping towards the women 

with suggestive pelvic motifs. The women bemused by sexual suggestiveness pushed 

the men away laughingly (Appendix 5:A14). While women were generally 

cooperative and showed teamwork men were more comfortable when in charge but 

less cooperative when required to ‘depend on’ others. Men showed comparatively less 

patience at times making it difficult for the games to proceed. An example was of a 

blindfold game which involved being blindfolded and shifted around away from an 

object. Other participants then directed the blinded person to where the object was. 

On one occasion, after failing twice, which was mainly as a result of ignoring group 

instructions and declining to cooperate, Zigizigi accused other participants of 

misleading him. He refused to be blindfolded at the next trial and blindfolded himself 

contrary to the rules. He failed again. The positive outcome was that it helped to 

emphasis the theme of the game – teamwork; need to support one another in order to 

develop. Reflecting on his actions Zigizigi explained that he was uncomfortable being 

placed in a situation he did not have control over. 

Games on the whole helped to enhance the well-being of women. Women spoke of 

experiencing enhanced physical and mental alertness and self-awareness (see 

Appendix 22:A65). Men found games entertaining but they were inclined towards the 

sexual innuendo and fantasy. If women felt the same as men did, they did not indicate 

this. However, in the Ekikira kino game (see above) they warded the men off with 

light hands when this occurred (see related discussion on Sexuality and narrative 

closure, page, 260; see also Appendix 3:A10).  In their analysis women related their 

experience of games to their lives as mothers and as individuals. The men on the other 

hand were inclined to focus on activities that were not central to the purpose of game. 
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Perhaps this may explain the difference in how both genders appreciated the elements 

central to the games which for women were empowering.  

The research context, which initially presented a challenge for my research design, 

turned into opportunities for learning. The contradictions between intention and 

reality and the process of negotiating reality to advance the research design produced 

new knowledge. For example, challenges of workshop space necessitated exploring 

alternative spaces. This gave us greater flexibility as we negotiated it in the context of 

time and the other activities that were taking place. The noisy environment, leading to 

participants having to talk close to the recorder like a microphone created order and 

confidence for participants. Women felt less intimidated. Holding the recorder gave 

them a sense of ownership of the space allowing them to perform with a greater sense 

of voice than it had initially been. Having to negotiate within the chaotic space 

provided me with an opportunity to work in the real environment within which the 

participants lived and negotiated their lives daily; a humbling experience for me. This 

was important in helping me to readjust my thinking, to embrace the problems as 

challenges and opportunities to learn and be creative.  

My power owing to my status and gender also became a stabilising factor. I used it to 

facilitate participation. Creating a sickbay and constituting attendance as performance 

enabled the indisposed to perform as observers and to fit into the workshop process 

whenever they got well. This way a sense of continuity was maintained despite 

continuous sickness of participants. One of the most significant outcomes of 

constraints as opportunities was the participants’ ill health. The decisions to have 

them propose games of their choice that they could cope with led to significant 

insights into gendering through game’s and the capacity of games to empower women 

- their physical and mental transformation. It also showed games capacity to enhance 

ownership and participation. In the third and last part of this chapter, I will now 

consider how the research design was negotiated, within a participative framework to 

derive the core categories of analysis for this research - perseverance and desire that 

are the focus of subsequent chapters.  
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Cycle One: Creating rapport and fostering ownership 

From a feminist point of view, my point of departure was the people’s (women’s) 

experience. Feminist research and methodology identifies its epistemology in the 

subjects as knowers and participants in the process of knowledge creation (Stanley & 

Wise, 1993). It also emphasises and acknowledges the different vantage points of 

each individual and the significance of experience as a site of knowledge (Harding, 

1987. This was focal to the research methodology with its emphasis on participation. 

Creating a context for participants to learn requires negotiating relations of trust and 

fostering a sense of community (Abah, 2003; Chinyowa, 2005 and Mlama, 1991b). 

After registration and introductions, the project and methodology were introduced to 

members. Participants performed a welcome song which introduced them, MPTC, 

their leaders, participants’ talents, and their expectations of the project. The song also 

acted as an icebreaker owing to lack of space and time for exercises. Aware that 

participation was a key to fostering ownership and facilitating learning (Kidd and 

Byram, 1982: 274 and Mda 1993:15), a participant and the co-facilitator coordinated 

the formulation of the ground-rules phase. They built on their knowledge of the 

membership to propose guidelines appropriate for their context. For instance, two of 

the don’ts discouraged gossiping and drinking prior to the workshop sessions. The 

latter was particularly tailored towards two male members, one of whom was tipsy 

and disruptive in the first session (see Appendix 2:A9). 

Acknowledging and building on and from experience is culturally appropriate and 

central to participatory development (Abah, 2003; Espkamp, 1989; Kerr, 1996; Kidd 

& Byram, 1982; Mlama, 1991b and Odhiambo, 2001a & 2001b). Indigenous art 

forms are central to the TfD aesthetics because of their participatory, utilitarian and 

adaptable qualities (Kerr, 1996: 4 and Odhiambo, 2001: 88). Storytelling as a 

traditional art form and folktales in particular embody social values and beliefs. They 

organise, explain and perpetuate power relations within society. 

Storytelling/performance was used as our point of departure for deriving the major 

categories of analysis. In the section that follows, I consider the selection of folktale, 

creation of performance context, performance and participants’ decodification of the 

tale of Kintu.  
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Story telling: the performance of Kintu 

This performance took place on the first day of the workshop. It was set on the 

veranda of a participant’s house after we had shifted from the first location (see 

related discussion page, 109; see also Appendix 2:A9). Participants were invited to 

identify a folktale and retell it in performance. Kintu from Buganda was chosen and 

Zamilla offered to be the narrator. A bench was pulled forward and placed on the 

front edge of the veranda. The narrator took her place. The participants, most of the 

women sat on the ground, their backs to the front wall and arching a semi-circular 

formation, creating a theatre in the round. Zamilla quickly transformed into a 

narrator/grandmother. The participants became grandchildren and from there on 

referred to her as Jjajja (Grandmother). What follows is a brief re-rendering of the 

story of Kintu as retold and performed that evening.  

The tale of Kintu  

This is the story of Kintu the first Muganda, the very first man on this earth. This is a 

story of creation. Kintu lived with his one cow and from it got his living, eating its 

dung and drinking its milk. Then one time the sons of Gulu, King of heaven, 

wandered from their home above and were surprised to find an inhabitant on earth. 

Jealous of his cow, they stole and took it to heaven. Kintu traced his cow whereupon 

reaching the kraal of Gulu, among multitudes of cattle; his cow was able to identify 

him. But to get it back, he was given a series of tests among which were hewing of 

rock and eating an insurmountable feast singly. Miraculous powers intervened and 

he was able to satisfy the conditions.  

During his stay, Nambi the daughter of Gulu is said to have sympathised with 

Kintu’s suffering, fallen in love with him and sought to give him company to save him 

loneliness on earth. Unable to heed her father’s caution about following a stranger, 

and a man who ate dung for his living, Nambi was advised to take care and avoid her 

brother Walumbe (death) following her. So with her chicken and in the company of 

Kintu and his cow, they set off for earth, her new home. But along the way, Nambi 

recalled that she had not carried along the millet for her chicken.  

Against the advise of Kintu, she turned back to collect the chicken feed.  Her brother 

Walumbe is said to have caught up with her and followed her down to earth where 

they lived in peace, for sometime.  Then, a lonely bachelor, he asked Nambi and 

Kintu to give him one of their children to keep him company. When they declined he 
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started picking the children one by one. Nambi ran back to heaven upon which 

another brother of hers, Kaikuzi, was dispatched on a mission to track down the 

errant Walumbe and deport him to heaven. But Walumbe eluded him and slithered 

underground through a crevasse in the rocks of Ntanda, in present day Mityana. And 

in entered Kaikuzi after his brother and a struggle ensued that caused the whole 

earth to tremble. Then silence. Walumbe had slipped away and after him Kaikuzi 

raced searching in the dark belly of earth. Walumbe keeps creeping out, taking 

Nambi’s children one after the other. And even today, when you hear the earth 

quaking, and the seas raging, that is a struggle between the two brothers Kayikuzi 

still determined to apprehend Walumbe and drag him back to heaven so the children 

of Nambi may no more live in the shadow of death. 

This performance had more detail than neither the written word nor a retelling can re-

render. I briefly discuss how form facilitated women’s participation and I then 

consider participants’ interpretation of the performance. 

Form, setting and women’s participation 

Cherry discussing the centrality of action, knowledge and learning in action research 

observes that ‘for the action researcher, choosing the tools carefully, using them 

knowingly and keeping them finely honed is particularly important’ (1999: xv). In the 

TfD context, employing action research’s cyclic and reflexive methodology calls for 

planning participation deliberately. Ross Kidd and Martin Byram argue that in TfD 

participation as a goal and a methodology is core to the process for critical awareness 

(1982: 274). Thus, participation should be approached as research design issue 

(Odhiambo, 2001a:90).  

Although the selection of the group member’s veranda was impromptu (see pages 

107-108), the informal setting provided aesthetically relevant space typical of a 

village storytelling setting (see Appendix 5:A14). Passers-by and women who had 

come to draw water from a water tank on the premises stayed and joined the 

performance. The staging too: semi-circular formation enhanced the aesthetics and 

participation. TfD forms draw their sources, often from orature as well as celebrating 

the people’s cultural heritage (Epskamp, 1989: 116). Identification is core to 

participation. Participants identify with situations that relate to their experiences or 

provide space for them to celebrate, share and explore these experiences. This element 

is also central to feminist methodology.  
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The selection of the folktale was partly a consideration in the context of gender. The 

majority of the participants I was going to work with were women and did not have 

extensive theatre experience if any. Secondly our class differences and their 

awareness of relations of it, their health situation (most of the group lived with AIDS) 

implied possibilities of dominance (See related discussion Negotiating power and 

tensions page 113). While their expectations included a desire to learn skills to enable 

them to create and tour plays, the reality, however, was that I had come to learn with 

them. It was thus important to enable them to believe that they could create their own 

theatre that we all could learn from. This involved helping them appreciate indigenous 

everyday games and stories as potential sources for problematising their experiences. 

We thus had to begin from where they were, what they knew and what was common 

and culturally shared. This explained my choice to use a folktale and their performing 

it (see also Kerr, 1997:135 on ‘performing arts' as ‘less threatening’ method of 

research).  

Kintu was a narrative that most participants had performed in since childhood. Every 

storytelling, like traditional popular performance, is a participative experience, a 

collective activity of community rendering, a regeneration of memory and re-

affirmation of social values. Participation also depends not only on how the process is 

structured but on the genre itself. In the case of TfD, structurally it provides 

codifications of existential values for problem assessment or constraint analysis (Kidd 

and Byram, 1982: 283) evaluation (Mlama, 1991b: 43) or ‘de-coding’ (Desai, 1990: 

70). Within a storytelling form interaction between the narrator and the audience are a 

traditional participative aesthetic. In Kintu the storytelling involved grandchildren 

asking questions, seeking clarifications, making comments, and keeping the story 

alive. This fracturing of the frame collapsed the line between fiction and reality, 

extended the space of action and reflection and allowed dialogic engagement between 

the performers. It demonstrated storytelling capacity for creating mutable spaces for 

participation and critical engagement. This experience is what we build on and 

translated into experiences of empowerment and conscientisation (see related 

discussion; Metaxis and metonymic contiguity page 224 & 256). 

The narrator of the Kintu would move from narration to commenting on the action – 

and open the narrative space for the audience to participate in the recreation of the 
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tale. She used a variety of devices such as posing probing questions and stylistically 

pausing to invite the audience to participate in choric refrain. All the participants 

oscillated between audience and performer, between listening and co-creating. The 

collaborative and supportive relationship particularly among the women created a 

vivid interactive and creative ensemble. For instance, at one time during the 

performance the storyteller could not recall some of the tests that Gulu gave Kintu. 

One by one the children kept chipping in, reminding her of one test after another, till 

she said, ‘grand children, those will do for now and if we remember another, we will 

include it in our tale’. Then she went on with the telling. The performance was 

flexible and inclusive of all participants, a traditional feature inherent in the 

storytelling genre. This enhanced participation and collective creation, a process that 

the women easily found representation in and space for their voices; most 

significantly to help foster group dynamics and rapport. 

Generally the women participated more than the men. Possibly this was because it is 

they who are the traditional transmitters of oral culture performance; storytelling 

(Chinyowa, 2002). This pattern was evident with a woman narrator acting the old 

woman and the rest of the women, including passers by, joining and acting 

grandchildren. What was also discernable was the narrator’s sympathy with Nambi. 

She presented her as more empathetic than the male characters. Nambi blamed her 

brothers for stealing Kintu’s only cow, pitied his loneliness and sacrificed the comfort 

of heaven to make Kintu happy on earth. 

This performance formed the pretext of the research project broadly employing the 

workshop method prior to analysis and codification (see page. 85 and Abah, 2003:85 

for exemplars of methods of research used in TfD). From the folktale performance, 

we moved to general interpretation, theme identification and performance and 

evaluation in cycles of action and reflection. In this way, we explored the inner action 

of the tales and reflected on the meanings they brought to bear on the participants’ 

experience of being men and women. Cherry (1999) defines this process as ‘doing 

things and doing them in ways that create understanding, knowledge and learning so 

that next time we can do similar things better or new things’ (1999: xv). In TfD this 

can be equated to what Espkamp refers to as performers learning through acting 

(1989: 48). As concientisation this process increases participants’ ‘subjective 
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perception of a situation’ and ‘through action prepares’ them to ‘struggle against 

obstacles to their humanisation’ (Freire, 1994:100).  Boal refers to this as rehearsing 

the revolution (1979). The next section considers participants’ post-performance 

interpretation of the folktale. 

Semi-intransitivity and gender biases  

The purpose of this session was to explore participants’ perception and level of 

consciousness about gender in the context of the meanings drawn from Kintu. Freire 

(1970) theorises three levels of consciousness in his postulation of conscientisation; 

the semi-intransitive, the naïve transitive and conscientisation levels. In the first level, 

learners do not have the critical distance to enable them to ‘objectify’ and engage with 

their situation critically. Because of a lack of ‘structural perception’ it manifests in a 

distorted consciousness. Naïve transitivity is a transitive awareness between semi-

intransitivity and conscientisation. This level is characterised by a burgeoning 

capacity to ‘visualise and distinguish’ relationships. Conscientisation is the critical 

awareness of the ‘deep structure’ (1970: 36-38). In the first cycle of participants’ 

analysis of the folktale, there were no gender particular variations in men and 

women’s interpretation. It was mainly their perceptions of the nature of men and 

women. Authority, power and gender were the overarching themes represented in a 

male trinity of God, the father and the husband. Nambi the daughter, the wife and the 

woman symbolised obstinacy, simple mindedness, disobedience and mortality. 

Dependency was epitomised in the triple role of Nambi as child, daughter and wife. 

Obedience, of women and children, was emphasised. Maria, a participant said: 

What I have learnt is that when your parent advises you against something then you 

know that he is right. If Nambi had not gone back, she would not have returned with 

Walumbe.  

Participants underscored hierarchical communication as a normative to which women 

must submit. As Maria put it ‘it is important to always remember something that has been 

emphasised to you.’ The valuation of hierarchical communication based on gender, 

seniority and age precluded male-female relations of domination and deference. In the 

exploration of perseverance, in Nsangi, participants revisited hierarchical 

communication problematising it as a constraint. Man was more closely associated 

with the supernatural in terms of mercies, interventions and other supernumerary 
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powers. When Kintu was given tasks as trying as those of Medea’s husband-to-be, 

Jason, supernatural intervention helped him to overcome the obstacles. In contrast 

Nambi received no help and was punished for ‘defying’ her husband and disregarding 

her father’s advice. Persistence was valued differently. Women’s actions of 

persistence were read negatively and those of men as positive attributes. Women’s 

perseverance was interpreted as natural bigheadedness, while that of men was read as 

determination. Defiance by women was perceived as potentially fatal.   

Participants’ interpretations also revealed a binary gender ideology that constructed 

female as an antithesis to the male. Determination and resilience were attributed to 

men and encouraged through putting God on man’s side. Hamza, a male participant, 

said:  

What I have learnt is that if you are undertaking a task determination, patience and 

sacrifice are important because, Kintu, a man of God accepted the challenges 

however difficult the task. And God was able to help him. So determination and 

sacrifice are important (Appendix 12:A35) 

So Kintu’s act of taking risks to achieve his goals was acclaimed and constructed 

positively. However, Nambi’s determination, motivated by love, was read as a 

reckless emotionality and disobedience. Folklore as cultural instruments revealed the 

ideological basis of women’s oppression and how it naturalised discrimination and 

reinforced gender differences. 

Rational men and emotional women 

There was a systematic attempt to de-link women from rationality through attributing 

cognition to maleness and by advancing emotionality as typically female. Men’s 

power over women was legitimated through designation of emotion as irrational, and 

thought as a regulating force of emotionality. Zamilla, a participant stated:  

men are more determined most of the times, they take risks and yet us women we 

have more resolve in our hearts…We tend to insist …once a woman has liked or 

wanted something it is very difficult to persuade her to leave it….like Nambi insisted, 

on marrying a man she had just seen for the first time. She did not even know him… 

(Voices of affirmation from Women (Appendix 12:A36). 

However, gender being constructed through relations of power and domination, 

culture anticipates resistance and thus advances an auxiliary ideology legitimating 

containment. These control measures are given social value and advanced within the 
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frame of gender (relations). Within this frame resistance to oppression becomes 

deviant. This constitutes the ideological naturalisation of difference and the 

problematisation of emotionality, what woman possibly resorts to for lack of a frame 

that allows reciprocal dialogic relations. Woman was perceived to and women indeed 

believed they were capable of affecting others in life-threatening ways. Female 

participants thus took responsibility for human suffering: 

Bitu: Kintu would not have died had not Nambi admired him and become his wife. 

But because she did so death is decimating us. 

Facilitator: Is woman the cause of death? 

Chorus: Yes, death originated from Woman (Appendix 12:A35) 

Justification of violence against women 

In the women’s view they believed that they were naturally disposed to disobey 

authority without reason. Thus, women construed that men are right to expect and 

cause compliance from women. They justified violence as a necessary male-female 

relation/communication. For instance Christina argued:  

It appears we women are very strong-headed that is why our husbands beat us up 

(laughter from female participants) …if he tells you that ‘I do not like such and such a 

thing’… Do not go against his advice. But because you were big headed right from the 

beginning (creation) … you still have extended that bigheadedness to your husband. 

That is the reason why we are very often beaten (Laughter, (Appendix 12:A35). 

Perhaps women laugh at themselves out of fatalism. Women believed the use of force 

or ‘corrective’ violence was normal and necessary to manage their nature. This notion 

is problematised in the desire segment where women acting as husbands initiate wife-

beating as a gender realignment strategy (see page 217).  

 The significance of this phase was that the performance of the folktale and its 

deconstruction provided the ideological context through themes focusing on relations 

of power between men and women i.e. perseverance and desire. This placed the 

process firmly within the context of the research’s interest – understanding what 

informs the positions women and men take when negotiating equity. Wife-beating as 

a strategy of realigning women to gender especially, sexuality related, was also 

perceived as in the nature of the male species (see: Of jealous cocks and polygamous 

cats, page 240).  
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Marriage, disobedience and problematic desire 

Participants constituted women’s desire negatively. It was defined as Okwegomba. In 

the subsequent phase, Cycle Two, the participants identified desire as a problematic 

gender marker, one of the two main categories that the research explored (see Chapter 

Eight, page 192). Another interpretation related to the ideological construction of 

gender and property/inheritance rights which underscored the theme of perseverance. 

For instance Nambi’s property, which she comes with from heaven, is a chicken, 

despite the father having much wealth. Kintu owns a cow on which the family 

survives. This ideology fostered participants’ perception of men as breadwinners and 

women as dependants. For example, Nambogo said:  

We women were from the very beginning created for men. Nambi gave up all her 

father’s riches and loved Kintu despite him being poor (Appendix 12:A35) 

Nambi, in their interpretation, was fated to marry. The themes of marriage within the 

context of gender, fate and divine intervention presented as constraints relating to 

fatalism and perseverance. This theme runs through the Desire and Perseverance 

Chapters (see discussion of fatalism, page 180). Embedded in this philosophy is the 

perception of perseverance as a gender marker for woman: woman sacrifices her 

comfort for the family and man (see also When women choose to become a second 

wife, page 72). Authority, power over the women is seen as a given for men. 

Disempowerment was ideologically facilitated by notions of obedience and 

dependency as Zigizigi explained: 

Wives should obey their husbands … because a woman leaves her father’s home and 

goes to a man who looks after you (her) and takes care of your needs (Appendix 

12:A36). 

Women were seen as not having the same rights in their birthplace and must depend 

on men and persevere in their marriage. This construction of woman framed by 

notions of patrilocality and kinship features was identified in Learning from Ugandan 

Contexts Chapter in the experiences of Zainabu and the Luwero dialogues. These also 

present as constraints in the subsequent chapters where they are explored in more 

detail. As a pretext for understanding gender in this first cycle, participants’ 

perceptions and analyses highlighted how gender ideology instrumented women’s 

domination and disempowerment and how power and exploitation are concealed 

through assignation of value to perseverance. Group A emphasised the theme of 
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desire and used it as the main lens through which Kintu was interpreted. Desire 

associated with woman was perceived as a cause for human suffering. Themes of 

disobedience, respect for authority, faith in the divine, discipline and determination 

recurred.  

The tale is linked to the theme of temptation where culture and religion were used to 

reinforce gender stereotypes. Nambi’s desire for Kintu was paralleled with Eve in the 

Garden of Eden and in both cases the man is not accountable for sin, and by 

inference, his actions. The theme of women as seductresses and temptresses who are 

potentially dangerous is articulated:  

A man like me can tell you that I have admired you, what do you have to say about 

that Zamilla, then you will disregard the fact that I am a married man and when I ask 

if you are married you will challenge me for evidence, (saying), ‘what does an 

unmarried woman have that a married woman lacks?’ And so what follows are 

problems. That is a very bad thing … You cause us problems (GD: 2A: 147). 

This perception was informed by the notion of women’s sexuality as problematic and 

hence the need to regulate it. This theme is developed further under Desire in Chapter 

Eight (see Gendered performance of desire, page 204).  

Cycle Two: Relating the folktale themes to lived experiences 

Cycle Two involved drawing on themes derived from the folktale and relating the 

meanings to people’s experiences. The analyses were coded and performed as story. 

Participants drew from their lives or their community’s to explain their understanding 

of the nature of women and men. To enhance participation, the 25 participants were 

split into two groups. We agreed on a random count; one, two, one, and two…this 

approach to group formation may not correspond to peer-grouping, a dominant 

method applied in most TfD approaches, but to the rationale of use and functionality. 

The task required groups to select a participant to coordinate the discussion. They 

were to draw specifically from personal experiences to illustrate their interpretations. 

The interpretations were codified into story performance form (Abah, 2003 and 

Mlama, 1991b) and a participant performed the story to the group. The performance 

was decoded as follow-up action. Two stories were presented. I have called them the 

Odd Wife and The patient girl (see detailed presentation, Appendix 4:A12). 
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The odd wife 

There lived a man who married three wives. These women were patient and a 

persevering lot.  They worked as a team and obeyed their husband to the letter. 

[He] was a man who…would cross a stream to other villages to drink …across a 

lean pole that acted as a bridge. At home, he had made a rule; ‘whoever feels she 

loves me and wants to stay as my wife … once you hear the horn of my bike you 

run to the stream and lift me across the bridge’… they accepted and did exactly as 

required. So he then decided to marry a fourth wife and he brought her, [to] the 

co-wives to induct her…then the bride asked, ‘is that what the rule says?’ ‘Yes,’ 

they replied. ‘And must I do as it says?’ ‘Just like we did and continue to.’ Then 

she said ‘Okay.’ So, after the honeymoon the man went to please himself across 

the stream as usual. And like [always], he … blew his horn. [She] (The fourth 

wife) raced to the stream. ‘Here I am’ [he] said in a drunken voice. So [she] went, 

took the bicycle across. Then she went for the husband and dumped him right in 

the stream. ‘How dare you…!’ he screamed. ‘Choose between slicing your ears and 

[returning] to your father’s home’ … She went, packed what was hers and so 

went home (to her father). That’s the end of my tale. (Appendix 4:A12) 

The patient girl 

I greet you in the name of Jesus. Women insist and they also persevere. A woman 

has to persevere…. There is a story of a man who loved a woman. Although the 

girl’s people advised her against the man, she could not heed. She was just 

eighteen years of age and the man 30. But because of the way the boy blinded the 

girl with love, she could not imagine any other man. So they continued with the 

affair… Then soon the girl got pregnant and the boy deserted her. The girl 

suffered and returned to her people … they looked after her till her child was six 

years. For six years … the man was nowhere [near them]. But she knew where he 

was and would visit him hoping he would change his mind. But after sometime … 

the man thought to himself: ‘after all the six years and the girl is still steadfast, 

not moved around with any man!’ The man had been about during this time. 

Then he thought hard and … sought her out and the child. They introduced, got 

married and had a wonderful wedding, which I also attended. (Laughter)  They 

had a grand wedding; they begot many children who are blooming. And they 

have lived happily thereafter (Appendix 4:A13) 

From the two stories performed, it was apparent that constituting perseverance as a 

gender attribute and institutionalisation through social relations normalises deference. 
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Culture defines the expression of deference as a normative in reciprocal relations of 

dominance and deference. It also institutes policing mechanism to foster 

domestication. Love is done and constituted through acts of service and deference. 

The women’s relationship and place in marriage is appreciated in terms of how she 

loves. Love conceived in a performative context makes it possible for more than one 

woman to perform it as a collaborative act. In effect the institutionalisation of 

deference through power structures distorts women’s perception of the reality of their 

relations. They thus perceive themselves as dependants of men they in effect sustain. 

The women then work collectively to induct others into the norms and through their 

acts help to validate and sustain this relationship of dominance and deference. The 

participants’ perceptions, through these performances, showed how ideological 

structuring of participants’ experiences and woman’s performance to its expectations 

advances perseverance and sustains women’s oppression.  

This distorts how women perceive their experience, offering the dominant frame as 

the prism through which meanings are constituted. Participants drew on this context 

of polygamy in developing the plot of Nsangi in the problematisation of 

perseverance. The role of ideology in distorting women’s perceptions recurs in the 

chapter. What is significant for this discussion is participants’ choice of polygamy as 

a context to focus perseverance as a women’s gender attribute. Polygamy in different 

manifestations is a central feature of relations between women in Perseverance and 

Desire. 

Seniority, status and deference 

Notions of seniority status and deference were apparent in the way women perceived 

their relationship with elders and men. This informed their validation of perseverance. 

Whereas age and status were bases of power used to effect and police perseverance, 

participants legitimated parents’ authority to make choices for their children arguing 

the parents had a capacity for foresight. They perceived women as dependent on men. 

The justification for this lay in the understanding of mind as male and emotionality as 

female and problematic. Woman followed her heart, while the man followed his 

mind. Participants perceived that suffering was a consequence of woman rebelling 

against authority and submitting to her desire. By giving value to women 

subordinating her desires and being faithful to her husband, perseverance and self-
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denial was advanced as a gender attribute for women. The notion of 

marriage/wedding and its function in the construction of silence is explored in the 

Perseverance and Desire Chapters (see pages 183-185). The perception of suffering as 

a hopeful transitional experience and other forms of reward through co-option and 

valuation of suffering are discussed in the Perseverance Chapter (see discussion of 

perseverance as strength, page 145). 

Constituting perseverance as a test for reward engendered a perception of oppression 

as a transitional experience leading to inaction and acceptance of perseverance as 

what precedes deliverance. For instance, Maria the narrator emphasised: 

The girl could not let go.… She would check on her man hoping for a word from him, 

[but] would return without one. … But she chose to look after her child and said ‘I 

will not stop at only one child with this man.’ So now they are a very happy couple 

(See Appendix 4: A13). 

Marriage, motherhood, kinship and perseverance 

Participants’ constitution of women’s status and value around marriage and 

motherhood emerge as key factors informing women’s perception and capacity for 

action in gender based oppression (see page 183 & 217). The theme of dependency 

was also signalled in how women perceived premarital pregnancy and oppressions 

girl children faced having to depend on their abusers (see discussion, page 77). 

Implied in this constraint was the factor of Kinship as a source of oppression when it 

mediated in determining women’s perceptions of options for action. This sub-theme is 

explored in relations between women and their nieces and how men perceive it when 

it involves fathering children in contexts of sexual abuse in the Perseverance 

Chapter).  

The constitution of women’s sexuality outside marriage as problematic is fore-

grounded by pregnancy and notions of kinship and patrilocality. In the case of the 

former women’s powerlessness is thus culturally constituted and perseverance 

subsequently normalised through gender role-regiming. Victim blame is underlaid 

through explaining oppression as a rebellion against not deferring to parents. Women 

also validated the need for their domestication around notions of dependency. This 

theme is discussed in the Desire Chapter when domestic violence is perceived as 

realigning gender discordant women (see page 220). Women thus understood the 
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male female relation as dependent on men and elders. Seniority, gender and age 

shaped their conception of power and status in male-female relations. This was 

manifested in the manner they performed the stories as well. I have called it gendered 

performances. I draw from Maria’s performance of The Patient girl to discuss this 

notion (see Appendix 4:A12). 

Gendered performances 

Maria’s performance, although participatory, explored the flexibility of traditional 

oral performance form. It was characterised by stepping out of the narrative to plead 

for femininity and for understanding from men (see form, setting and women’s 

participation page 126). She called for sympathy and understanding for women’s 

shortcomings which she saw as inevitable and natural. She was also harsh and 

judgemental towards the female character in the story. She presented the man as 

superior, more calculating and reflective. Despite being critical of Nambi for 

disobedience and big headedness, she lauded her ‘strength’ as nurturing, selflessness 

and self-sacrifice. Perceiving women as naturally disposed towards disobedience she  

invoked the Judeo-Christian creation myth to read woman as an offshoot from man’s 

body to appeal to man not to hurt himself: ‘our dear men, the good and most beloved, 

we came from your rib!’ Woman, perceived as an extension of man’s body, advances 

a theme of dependency and powerlessness. Men were conceived within this discourse 

as powerful, aggressive and destructive. The difference in presentation between Maria 

and Hamza was also significant. Hamza, a male participant who presented the Group 

Two analyses of the Kintu in Cycle One, was judgemental about women and 

anecdotal. His illustrations were more personal. Often participants from his group 

kept reminding him to present what was discussed. Hamza was critical of Nambi and 

was more sympathetic towards his fellow man Kintu. Men were less disposed to 

dialogue from the start (see related discussion, pages 259-261). Thus, whereas Maria 

attempted to communicate from a point of subservience and vulnerability, the male 

presenters privileged their own voices, and drew from culture to generalise and to 

accuse women directly. And while Hamza drew parallels from biblical sources to 

validate men’s superiority, Maria used the same source to plead guilt and appeal for 

lenience.  
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In this phase interpretations were drawn from the ideological box of gender. These 

informed participants’ thinking, actions, and ways of seeing and inadvertently how 

they understood male-female relationships. For instance, the level of Hamza’s 

interpretation of male-female relations, the relations between ideology and ways of 

seeing and how it implied on people’s experiences and that of women in particular 

was superficially apparent. These variations also link to the theme of how women and 

men communicated and negotiated in theatre and what informed the way they 

positioned themselves in this process. This is discussed in the Desire and 

Perseverance Chapters (see pages, 192 & 263). As a phase in the conscientisation 

process, the participants indicated a semi-intransitive level of consciousness (Freire, 

1970) which was defined by participants’ lack of causal awareness and their 

perception of gender as a fixed entity and their being as accomplished – fatalistically.  

Conclusion 

The deconstruction of the folktale revealed the significance of stories as ideological 

constructions that are embedded with discursive meanings. They explain relations of 

power and inform how men and women made sense of their relations and experiences. 

Apart from their embeddedness and reflection of the gender value system, the 

structural basis of their institution through religion, culture, and kinship was 

underscored. The gendered ‘nature’ of folk forms were implied and validated through 

participants’ perceived differences between men and women as inherently and 

naturally dichotomous.  

The analysis of the first part of the process provided a basis on which subsequent 

phases of the workshops were drawn. As a performative frame, the story performance 

paradigm enabled interactive presentation of the group’s analysis and the 

identification of perseverance and desire as generative themes for analysis. 

Thematically women were able to communicate interactively and to collectively 

explore meanings. The no-structured form allowed flexibility, collective creation and 

participation. This phase mainly helped to demonstrate how gender is advanced 

through traditional and popular folk forms and how it functions to inform people’s 

perceptions of women’s and men’s relations. It highlighted the expectations of each 

gender and the stereotypes upon which oppression is structured in the themes of 

women as persevering and their desire as problematic.  
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Methodologically, this phase was also significant in signalling a move towards 

sourcing experience as data for problematisation and analysis and focusing on the 

emergent themes of desire and perseverance. This enabled participants to begin 

exploring their experiences as men and women, codifying the themes in dramatic 

form and decoding them through cycles of action and reflection. From this they 

finally built an open ended play for the last community workshop-performance. The 

two groups, working independently, identified perseverance and desire as the two key 

themes in that ranking. As Freire observes ‘the methodology of [dialogic] 

investigation must’ enable participants ‘opportunity both to discover the generative 

themes and to stimulate …awareness in regard to these themes.’ According to him, 

‘the object of education’ is to consider ‘the thought-language with which men and 

women refer to reality, the levels at which they perceive that reality, and their view of 

the world, in which the generative themes are found’ (1994:77-78). The next two 

chapters deal with the problematisation of the two themes of perseverance and desire. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

PERSEVERANCE 

Cycle One: Contexts of perseverance 

This chapter concerns itself with the problematisation of perseverance. Empowerment 

pedagogists (Freire, 1994:66, 76, 87) theatre practitioners (Boal, 1979) and feminists 

(Griffiths, 1990:221; Haggis, 1990:77 and Stanley & Wise, 1990:38 &1993) have 

posited experience as the point of departure for knowledge and transformative 

practice. Freire argues that: 

The point of departure must always be with men and women in the “here and 

now,” which constitutes the situation within which they are submerged, from 

which they emerge and in which they intervene. Only by starting from this 

situation – which determines their perception of it – can they begin to move 

(1994:66). 

This notion informed my decision to begin with performance of personal stories. 

Considering the workshop as ‘the active research phase of the performance process’, 

Schechner posits that exploration of histories and personal stories through ‘actions’ 

and ‘interactions’ helps ‘“to open people up” to new experiences’ and to ‘recognize 

and develop their own possibilities’(2006:233).  Constituted within Freirean dialogics, 

a theatre for understanding centres participation as a goal and a methodology (Mda, 

1993:15 and Nogueira, 2002b:74). I thus adopted a strategy of privileging 

participants’ experiences through sharing personal stories of perseverance. About ten 

participants performed their stories. The following section explores a selection of the 

stories by gender category.   

Men’s stories of perseverance 

Hamza and Zigizigi draw from youth and adulthood respectively to portray men as 

victims of impregnating girls. Zigizigi is bashed by a watchman when he attempts to 

visit a schoolgirl he has impregnated, while Hamza falls out of school to care for a 

girl he has impregnated after her father excommunicates her. She suffers a mental 

breakdown, which they blame on a witchcraft spell from another man purportedly 

with a matrimonial eye on her. Hamza takes her to a local medicine man where she 

suffers a miscarriage. However, he whisks her away, prematurely, when the medicine 
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man proposes to her. Performing their stories both men were happy because 

perseverance paid; Hamza boasted of having six children with his wife while Zigizigi 

said he eventually got his child. 

Women’s stories of perseverance 

I have selected narratives of perseverance presented from the perspective of women as 

kin members evaluating the conduct of women in marriage, women as children at 

school and home and women as child-bride rape victims. This section considers the 

stories in that order. 

The test of perseverance 

Norah told of her brother who had a wife and a lover close by. Every morning at 3.am 

he would leave the wife’s bed to meet the other woman and return at 6 am. The lover, 

tired of short nights, eventually edged the wife out, replacing her as the sitting wife in 

the home. After two months, the man got another woman in the neighbourhood and 

resumed his rhythm; going away at 3.am and returning at 6.am. Then he began to 

return late or at times not at all. ‘But she was fully provided for at home,’ Norah 

added reassuringly (see related discussion; Cultural construction of desire, page 194). 

Whenever he did not return, she would pack all meals he skipped and take them to 

Norah saying, ‘You know where your brother is.’ And she would direct the husband 

to Norah’s place for his meals. He in turn encouraged Norah to eat the food. Soon she 

also left the marriage. Concluding her narrative Norah said ‘obugumikiriza 

bwamulema’ (she failed the test of perseverance). 

Child-bride rape 

Namubiru and Zubeda’s narratives are of naïve 12 year old girls who suffer bridal 

rape. Namubiru, raised by a Senga, is married only to be surprised that the 

relationship involves sex. On her bridal night, the ‘husband’ subdues her. She is so 

terrified by the amount of blood coming out of her that she flees the marriage never to 

go back. ‘I did not have patience,’ she concludes in self reproach. Zubeda, on the 

other hand, is terrified by her first menstrual blood thinking a snake has entered her. 

While the father reacts by looking away, her mother silences her with a slap saying; 

‘you have grown up’ before leading her into four-day seclusion. Zubeda is 

disappointed that instead of physically going to the moon, as menstruation is 
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figuratively referred to, she remains on earth - bleeding. Suitors begin to come but she 

rejects three in succession. She has a phobia for the fly of men’s trousers - where she 

constantly posts her eye before declining marriage proposals owing to trauma from a 

bloody rape her elder sister suffered. Resisting forced marriage she flees at night, over 

20 kilometres on foot, to her Senga for refuge. Senga forcefully returns her.  She 

escapes again, this time to town to work as maid. But the Senga reclaims her. Later 

during Idd festivities (when Muslims end their fasting season), together with other 

girls, she is dined in a local restaurant by the suitor from whom she has been fleeing. 

They are given a lift in a truck, which ends up at a wedding reception. She learns she 

is the bride. Next she finds herself thrust on a bridal bed. The groom calls a relative to 

help part and hold her legs. ‘I felt two veins rupture and I passed out.’ Zubeda said. 

The bloodstained sheets were later given to her mother as a present for her to wear as 

an inner loin of dignity - the mother of a virgin.  

Sexual harassment 

At 13 years, a sister takes Nambogo to live with her and attend school. One day, the 

sister’s fiancé, also Nambogo’s class teacher sends her to his house for a map of 

Uganda. He follows and attempts to rape her. She fights him off and escapes through 

the window, all bruised. She reports to the Headmaster who instead compliments her 

breasts, bottom and looks. He adds that if they were not related, he would have asked 

her for sex. She withdraws to her sister’s house and keeps quiet. The teacher begins 

caning her at the slightest excuse before accusing her to the Headmaster of 

prostitution - (he had seen her standing next to a boy). As a deterrent, the whole 

school is assembled to witness ‘a prostitute’ being disciplined by the teacher. Bruised 

and bleeding, Nambogo is given first-aid and a stretch of bush land to accomplish 

digging in two days. Meanwhile the teacher keeps pressure on her. At times she sleeps 

in the bush to avoid him. The sister accuses her of seducing schoolgirls for her man 

and returns her to the father. She never tells her sister or anybody else about her 

experiences. Nambogo concluded her tale with a smile Nagumikiriza nnyo (I 

persevered a lot).  

Male bias in perception of perseverance 

The gender-role belief system of man as the provider and notions of kinship and 

patrilocality can explain men’s gendered perception of perseverance. Being the man 
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in the relationship Hamza dropped out of school to raise a dowry and compensate the 

father of his girl who was deemed the aggrieved party as owner of the girl. Although 

young and dependent on his in-law, Hamza assumed the responsibility of his gender. 

Male participants drew parallels with Kintu’s experiences and theirs (see Appendix 

12:A35). Kintu underwent tests, persevered and finally got his cow and wife Nambi. 

Hamza fell out of school; borrowed dowry, survived Amin’s soldiers while smuggling 

contraband to compensate the father of the girl; was forced to marry; he nursed the 

wife when she suffered a mental breakdown and an abortion. He overcame a diviner 

seeking to take his wife. Similar to Kintu, Hamza constructed a plot of obstacles, 

resilience and triumph. This male perspective does not acknowledge the woman’s 

experience except through and as supplementary to the man’s. This ideological frame 

privileges the experiences of men, perceiving and revealing the world from their point 

of view. Male bias privileges men’s experiences and silences those of women. By 

locating themselves within these dominant narratives as the protagonists, men draw 

sympathy away from the girls involved, diminishing the women’s experiences and 

fronting themselves as the primary victims. This may explain why Zigizigi, then an 

adult serving in the army, did not consider notions of defilement, the experiences of 

the schoolgirl after she conceived or when she was forced to give up her baby to him. 

These narratives are subsumed. 

Zigizigi’s way of seeing draws on kinship and patrilocality where children get their 

primary membership from the father’s clan (Potash, 1995: 70). Following this logic, 

while Zigizigi indicated he did not want his wife to know that he had impregnated the 

girl; his narrative was constructed around getting ‘his’ child. Kinship was key in the 

constitution of his experience. So eventually getting the child was a triumph 

especially after surviving a clubbing on the head, followed by a long period of 

waiting; hence the contextualization of perseverance. 

Kinship and the construction complicity  

While Kinship was central to how women perceived and selected narratives of 

perseverance, combinations of cultural values interphase to inform women’s 

narratives of perseverance. Kinship and perceptions of man as provider and marriage 

as a vocation are central to the critical position Norah assumed. These factors inform 

how women position themselves in appreciating and intervening in other women’s 
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experiences of abuse. The construction of meaning in marriage relations is informed 

and significantly limited within the frame of gender role. Needs outside the dominant 

script are subsumed. Whereas women’s recognition of perseverance as a gender 

marker implicitly underscores recognition of oppression, when marriage is perceived 

as a normative, women then use perseverance to define and appreciate relationships, 

where marriage is about performance and endurance. This explains why Norah was 

critical of the second wife not being as strong as her predecessor who did her gender 

without complaining. Whereas she acknowledged that her brother was a bully, she 

commended him for doing his gender; fully providing for the home. 

However, to understand the shifting positionality and even apparent complicity of 

women in women’s oppression one has to appreciate that generally African women, 

like men, hold multiple statuses with varying roles, power and influence over men and 

fellow women. This is partly why African feminists have contested the 

private/domestic dichotomy arguing that whereas nonreciprocal gender 

dichotomization is not indigenous of Africa, gender is but one in a multiplicity of 

limit-situations (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994:14 and Sudarkasa, 1996:78; see also page, 

22).Owing to the multiple situationalilty, women will therefore read the same 

situation differently depending on their status position and roles in relation to the 

oppressed woman and the oppressor. As Freire observes, people’s ‘view of the world, 

manifested variously in their action, reflects their situation in the world’ (1994:77), 

and the multiple situationality of women with varying status and roles explains what 

may appear as contradictory relations of the oppressor and the oppressed - a sort of 

‘duality of being’ (Freire, 1994:76). For instance, whereas Norah is a woman, within a 

consanguinal context she is a ‘husband’ to the sisters in-law. See Sudarkasa (1996) 

above and Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) and for a comprehensive sociological treatise of 

the notion of Female Husbands and Male Daughters see Amaduime, (1987). This is 

evident in her sister in-law’s deference to her through the act of dumping the brother’s 

food at Norah’s home. This could be interpreted as gendered performances of protest 

or accusation of complicity or an invitation to intervene.  

Owing to kinship, African husbands tend to have closer relations with their sisters 

than their wives (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994:76 and Potash, 1995:69). Kinship gives 

women power implicating them in the oppression of fellow women. Understanding 
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women’s perceptions and experiences of perseverance requires an understanding of 

their status and role within cultural and social contexts. Kinship, informed by gender-

role notions creates deferential statuses between women, positing them as 

accomplices in the oppression of other women, valuing perseverance and implicitly 

silencing women’s voices. Women’s resistance is mediated by structural power 

through social networks of meaning and relations. This creates relations of 

community policing/enforcement that perpetuates dominant values which marginalize 

and subordinate counter narratives. When the prevalence of the social force enhances 

the perception of perseverance as valuable, women see abuse as inevitable.  

Perseverance as strength 

Once perseverance is accepted and valued as a norm, how a woman manages it 

becomes the focus. Resistance exercised within the frame of endurance is valued as a 

gender marker and strength. This transforms a perception of victims of abuse to an 

embodiment of endurance. For example, in responding to the narrative of Nambogo, 

participants focused on her resilience. They acknowledged her strength in fending off 

an ‘agitated’ man saying few girls could manage what she did. Maria commended 

Nambogo for being ‘a strong woman’. Like male bias in the perception of 

perseverance, dominant cultural narratives informed participants’ perception of 

perseverance, and how they selected, structured and performed their narratives (see 

Lukes, 1974:22). For instance, valuing endurance as strength Nambogo (see also 

Sexual harassment page 142) mainly emphasized the plot of resistance and silence, 

premising her tale on the through-line of endurance. She did not privilege her feelings 

in her rendition, underscoring how dominant narratives inform ways of seeing 

(Oakley, 2000:292). Once constructed positively, then women find then strength, 

hope and identity in perseverance and even claim it as their gender marker. 

Gender Policing 

The above narratives underscore how perseverance is socially constructed through a 

combination of gender policing and motivation enforced through social values and 

cultural regimes where women play an active part. A girl’s rites of passage to 

womanhood and wifehood are closely constructed around blood - birth, menstruation 

and puncturing the hymen (marriage). A combination of collective manipulation and 

force is used to subdue dissenting girls and make them gender complaint. The 
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experiences of rape and virginal mutilation through forced intercourse are 

reconstructed as part of the process of becoming. For example, lumonde abulira 

muggo, (the potato matures by loosening the soil around it with a penile hoe) is a 

phrase that an actor playing Nsangi’s Senga frequently used in the scenarios where 

Nsangi was forced back into marriage. This was after Nsangi complained of being 

underage for marriage. Perseverance is also given value through victims being 

encouraged to focus on outcomes, and to value pain as part of the process and the 

experience of being. 

One observed tendency is of parallel narrative: the individual’s subjugated narrative 

of resistance and one informed by the dominant belief systems and social values. 

Instances of the latter manifest in Kinship roles and responsibilities - e.g. Senga’s act 

of sending the girl back to the marriage she was fleeing, and the relative who holds 

Zebeda’s legs so a kinsman may consummate the marriage. Resistance is read as 

defiance against social norms calling for sanctions which involves subduing 

‘deviants’ physically. This underscores social schema where men and women perform 

actively in gender policing.  

Perseverance is also constructed through the assignment of values to the context and 

nature of sexual experience. It is reinforced by rewards for people closely related to 

the victims, such as the mother. This mediates in women’s perception of and response 

to rape. This interfaces with traditional notions of morality - emphasizing virginity at 

marriage by constructing the puncturing of the hymen as a litmus test and constituting 

blood as a symbol of purity. Forced penetration is thus re-configured as a 

manifestation of this signification. Bleeding transforms into a process of becoming 

woman; blood becomes its evidence and the symbol. Within the traditional ethos of 

communality, signs of this experience are ascribed shared social value. It is within 

this context that the process constitutes blood positively as a multiple symbol of 

purity and good mothering - a credit of gender-role performance as mother (See 

Amadiume, 1987 for a detailed discussion of mother’s role and the daughter’s and 

virginity).  

Giving the community a stake in child bridal rape obscures the child’s experience of 

sexual violence making counter narratives unacceptable. This informs victim’s 

perception of their experiences of abuse and the meanings they attach to it. Thus, 
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when women’s responses to sexual abuse fall outside the dominant frame they 

become self-critical perceiving resistance as deviance. They espouse perseverance. 

For example, reflecting on her tale of having run away after seeing so much blood 

come out of her, Namubiru blamed herself. ‘I lacked perseverance.’ Zubeda similarly 

focused on the dramatic moments leading to her rape and compared her husband to 

Mr. Hare the trickster who eventually got her. When resistance is seen as futile, 

perseverance is normalized. This underscores oppression as functioning to 

domesticate (Freire, 1994). The perception of perseverance as a gendered 

phenomenon recurred in participants’ exploration of desire, highlighting the valuing 

of perseverance and policing of perseverance as a social control mechanism of 

domestication. 

The exploration of contexts of perseverance in Cycle One revealed how gender 

ideology operates to obscure women’s experiences of oppression through premising 

their experiences within a wider social framework of meanings and value. Gender 

oppression has a cultural basis. Through kinship it shapes men’s way of seeing and 

their experiences of perseverance. Gender ideology informs participants’ 

consciousness and once internalised women become self regulating. Oppression is 

transformed into a normative and perseverance valued as a gender marker. Having 

researched participants’ experiences and perceptions of perseverance, this provided a 

pretext for Cycle Two which involved the problematising the notion of perseverance 

through dramatic action, analysis and reflection as explored below.  

Cycle Two: Construction of perseverance 

In Freire’s dialogics, codification as abstraction of the concrete reality aims at 

availing a representation of participants’ reality to facilitate understanding of the 

‘existential situations of the learners’ (1970:14). In this cycle, the process involved 

exploring dialogic connections between individuals’ narratives and participants’ 

experiences through participation as a proto-performance. Schechner (2006) posits a 

proto-performance as ‘starting points’ which can be a single  point of departure such 

as ‘oral tradition’ or a combination of pretexts (2006:225; see also Griffiths, 

1990:222). This cycle involved participants reviewing the stories retold in Cycle One, 

selecting and coding the narratives. Participants agreed on the procedure, the group 

leader moderated the discussions while one participant signposted major narrative 
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points. A narrator selected to perform the story rehearsed the narrative-line with the 

members before performing it in the group workshop. The story was performed and 

decoded drawing on participants’ experiences. The flexibility of the traditional story 

telling frame with its capacity for adaptability was enabling for the female 

participants. It helped to enhance participation and voice and the construction of 

meaning in this cycle (see related discussion: Creating rapport and fostering 

ownership, page 124).  

The scenario that was developed problematised sexual harassment. It drew mainly 

from Nambogo’s tale of sexual harassment (page 142). In the narrative, the 

protagonist (Nsangi) declines teacher Charlie’s advances. Charlie exploits lovemaking 

moments with his fiancé/Nsangi’s sister, accusing Nsangi of disrespect: ‘I tell her to 

boil me tea, to warm bathing water for me, she does not do it.’ Nsangi’s sister blames 

her too, ‘why don’t you show respect to our husband? [Italics added]’. Charlie soon 

attempts to rape Nsangi. She escapes to the Headmaster who silences her: a woman 

should never talk about such things. A desperate Nsangi runs to friends who instead 

advise her to fleece Charlie and ‘steal’ him from her sister. When she refuses, they 

give her a letter addressed to him. The sister finds this letter, accuses Nsangi of 

colluding to steal her man and returns Nsangi to the father. The father immediately 

marries her to settle a beer debt. Nsangi flees from the marriage but she is intercepted 

and hounded back by the Senga (Appendix 6:A16). 

This scenario was problematised through cycles of action and reflection and informed 

the whole workshop process exploring perseverance, discussed in this chapter. The 

act of knowing’ arises from the ‘process’ of ‘engaging learners’ in cycles  of 

‘problematsing’ their ‘existential situations’ (Freire, 1970:18; see also 1994:21). In 

this cycle, framing experiences of perseverance through narrative, participants began 

to apprehend the notion of perseverance as problematic, a precursor to engaging with 

it as oppression. Participants argued that the headmaster’s statement a woman should 

never talk about such things was disempowering and key to silencing Nsangi.  

Problem-prosing pedagogy, upon which TfD and related transformative practices are 

drawn ‘bases itself on creativity and stimulat[ing] true reflection and action upon 

reality’ (Freire, 1994: 65). In this cycle I focus on the theme of silence as it was 

explored and negotiated in the context of sexual abuse and rape in particular. These 
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were themes and experiences that emerged as a result of problematising the Nsangi 

narrative, which acted as a generative scenario for exploring the experiences of abuse 

by women. Reconstructing the individual experiences of perseverance within a 

fictional frame as an act of abstraction lifted the experience from being claimed by the 

first narrator, transforming into a space for dialogic engagement. In this new space 

participants established commonalities in their experiences demonstrating evolving 

awareness of oppression and exploring connections between gender, power and 

silence as structurally related.  

A range of sexual abuse narratives emerged and will be explored within the contexts 

of the research process (cycles) that manifested as discussed in this chapter. I will 

however highlight one of the narratives of rape experience told by one of the 

participants as a background to exploring how silence is constructed and perpetuates 

the notion of perseverance. 

Rape and silence 

Christina’s rape 

At 12 years, while retuning from school, a school boy waylaid and confronted 

Christina saying, ‘you girl, I have got you this time.’ Ignorant of his intentions she 

promised to report him if he dared insult her. Christina said, ‘he then told me those 

things that he said,’ (having sex with her). He then lifted her to the bush and raped 

her. ‘I was so terrified!’ She explained before quickly adding; ‘I never went back to 

him.’ On reaching home and seeing blood she told her mother her periods had come. 

Seven months later, when she complained to her mother of delayed periods, the 

mother examined her breasts and wailed, ‘You have killed me my daughter!’ 

Christina did not know she was pregnant nor how it happened. After a medical check 

confirming she was seven months pregnant the father throws her out of the home. She 

lived with the Senga and on giving birth, the child was given to the rapist. Her father 

returned her to school. Christina concluded her story defensively, ‘I did not love or 

desire that boy…honestly. He just forced me. That was my first time with a man and 

my last one with him. I did not love him,’ she emphasized, her voice breaking before 

she wiped her moist eyes. 

I will draw from the problematisation of the Nsangi scenario and particularly from the 

theme statement a woman should never talk about such things to explore how silence 
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in perpetuated through, ‘exclusion’ and ‘inclusion strategies’. I will discuss how this 

is done through mythicisation, language and patriarchy. I will then draw from 

Christina’s rape (above) and other experiences of sexual abuse to explore how 

powerlessness and post-rape experiences of victim blame function to foster silence 

and perpetuate perseverance.  

Mythicisation  

Perpetrators of women’s sexual abuse use a range of approaches to conceal, 

‘invalidate’ and ‘deny’ ‘women’s experiential knowledge’. They do this by ‘limit[ing] 

what counts as abuse’ through a ‘strategy of inclusion and exclusion’. As Kelly & 

Radford continue to observe, language is often recreated or applied differently to 

achieve this (1996:20). The construction of silence through the notion that a woman 

should never talk about such things, as case in point, is achieved through what Freire 

(1970 & 1994) called ‘mythicizing reality’. Mythicization fosters exclusion of 

women’s experiences of abuse from what counts as abuse. It is a method of 

concealing oppression. It is perpetuated through tabooing, i.e. making it abominable 

for victims to speak out about sexual abuse. For example, in the analysis of the 

narrative Zigizigi differed with other participants. He agreed with the headmaster in 

the scenario, saying: ‘There are things that women can talk about and those that they 

are not supposed to talk about’ ([GD: 3B: 137]). Mythisization is thus fostered 

through the notions of abomination, gazetting rape as a shame by ‘imposing’ a 

‘dichotomy’ ‘upon its constitutive elements’ (Freire, 1994: 68) as belonging to the 

unspeakable category. This distorts women’s perception of and response to abuse.  

This can be argued as an attempt to distort the consciousness of the oppressed women 

so as not to recognize the relationship as oppressive. This recognition is a pre-

requisite for engaging with the problem.  

Designating it as shame limits information on abuse to the victim and the abuser. 

When the abuser is more powerful, this leaves the victim to rely on the abuser for 

recovery and the concealment of her shame thereby transforming abusers to 

protectors of their victims. This creates a relation of dependency and perpetuates 

perseverance. Women subsequently internalize the notion of shame, feel ashamed and 

persevere in silence. Mythicisation is also instrumented through falsification and 

distortion of reality. Distortion is advanced through reconfiguring reality and 
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falsifying experience causing a way of seeing that conceals oppression. It facilitates 

ignorance and unconscious silence and subsequently perseverance. Later in Cycle 

Three (page, 159), I consider participants’ explication, interrogation and 

deconstruction of this notion of silence and men’s role in its construction.  

Consanguinity and kinship 

In consanguinal relations designating an alternate ‘joking relation’ of ‘husband’ and 

‘wife’ between girls and their brothers-in-law limits girls in speaking out because it is 

considered normal for a husband to expect a wife to sexually comply. Constituting a 

woman’s female kin as co-wives precludes ‘wifely’ obligations, some of which I have 

discussed in the Learning from Ugandan Contexts Chapter. Women are socialised to 

do deference, seeing it as natural and as constitutive of their gender identity as co-

wives. For instance, in the Nsangi scenario Nsangi’s sister admonished her for not 

respecting our husband (page 148; see also Appendix 3:A10). Senga as cultural 

police, within relations of Kinship and seniority, fosters silence through her role in the 

socialization of nieces in marriage, often within the domain of deference.  

Customs that normalize paternally related women marrying the same man make 

resistance against sexual exploitation of women’s kin by in-laws deviant. This 

subordinates the woman’s voice to the collective of deference. It encourages sexual 

abuse and increases girls’ vulnerability. Women feel collectively responsible for 

policing gender and assume responsibility for deviant acts of resistance by gender 

discordant women. For example, in the scenario of Nsangi the Senga apologised to 

Nsangi’s husband, and asked him to forgive them after Nsangi had resisted 

exploitation and subsequently left the marriage. Participants deconstructing this scene 

initially said they would apologise to the husband on behalf of the niece, so she may 

be taken into marriage. When culture places a premium on marriage as key to 

women’s identity, the domesticity is transferred into other contexts where women 

assume responsibility for men’s burdens in order to realize and sustain a marriage. For 

example, in Nsangi the victim’s sister apologised to the Headmaster and asked for 

forgiveness on behalf of her boyfriend who was accused of attempting to rape Nsangi:  

Sister: I am asking you to forgive us 

Headmaster: You with whom? 

Sister: With my man, forgive me for the sake of my wedding 
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This cultural distortion of experience and domestication of perception raises challenge 

for action. By silencing women it increases their susceptibility. Thus, consanguinity 

interfaces with kinship, seniority and marriage to undermine the voice of vulnerable 

women promoting deference and perseverance in the process.   

Language and domestication 

Foreman & Rudi observe that, ‘language itself contains and perpetuates a variety of 

assumptions, directs our attention and may perpetuate ways of thinking which support 

inequalities’ (1997:18). One such strategy in contexts of polygamy is the exploitation 

of the notion of sisterhood through defining relations between co-wives as relatives - 

prescribing filial and kinship relations over the affinal one. Culture appropriates 

sisterhood for the domestication of women in polygamy. This in effect makes co-

wives relatives of each other and of each other’s kin. It refocuses women’s relation in 

polygamy towards a cooperative of sisterhood and widens the catchment areas of 

deference.  

Thus, kinship, and in particular polygamy, strategises to stem tensions by redefining 

the relationship between co-wives, prescribing a sisterhood where there is no blood 

relation. It makes polygamy and sharing a fraternity and thereby normalises the 

sharing of men as a sisterly act. For instance, in the Nsangi scenario when Lujujju 

introduced the bride, the wives immediately kneel before the Senga in deference. We 

are thankful. Thank you very, very much! Whereas polygamy within and as a function 

in traditional social organisation sought among others to foster values of community 

and cooperation (Potash, 1995 and Steady, 1996), one can observe how language as a 

vehicle of gender ideology is used to prescribe a membership which works insidiously 

‘confer[ing] identities which sets out personal expectations, aspirations, ideas of self 

and how [to] relate to others’ (Foreman and Rudi, 1997:19). For example, in Nsangi 

when Lujujju received a fourth wife, whom the Senga delivered (above) he introduced 

her to his other wives saying ‘This one is your sister.’  

Re-naming her a rival as a sister prescribes a particular way of relating. It seeks to 

mask oppression by fronting a filial linkage and making it deviant for co-wives to 

question the relationship. Hostility between sisters is outside the norm in this 

reframing of relations. Cooperation is expected between sisters. This strategy of 

sistering rivals seeks to engineer a positive perception of and supportive relation 
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within polygamy. Whereas it may help to foster community and cooperation, in 

potentially conflictual relations between co-wives, the redefinition also functions to 

diminish, disguise and silence women from performing dissent. Here perseverance is 

fostered. This way language and naming is used to foster domesticity. Women 

subsequently perform sisterhood while concealing tensions of sharing.   

The structured nature of relations that precludes certain behaviour constrains women. 

This limits them from expressing their voices or experiences related to tensions of 

sharing. The co-wife collective facilitates this form of silencing through co-option by 

introducing new comers to the gender script of wifehood, helping them rehearse their 

role, whose appropriate performance is vital for the smooth functioning of gender. 

Through concealment mythicization facilitates domestication, fostering silence (see 

also Negotiating co-wife relations, page, 175). 

Patriarchy  

Susceptibility, increased dependency and silence as manifestations of powerlessness 

can also be explained in the erosion of traditional structural relations of ‘reciprocal 

statuses’ through which women could resist oppression. This intensifies and 

consolidates patriarchy. Men advantaged with higher ‘status-clusters’ (Sudarkasa, 

1996: 75) have wider structural latitude of power. These multiple power bases of 

man/‘husband’/teacher/elder/guardian/brother in-law against 

woman/wife/pupil/child/dependant/sister in-law provide men with a wide latitude 

within which they can strategise to influence (see also Foreman and Rudi, 1997:89-98 

on ‘influence strategies and power’)  widening the field of exploitation and increasing 

the vulnerability. This powerlessness precipitates dependency. Resistance becomes 

liability for women involved and silence is enforced through strategies including 

cooption, gender realignment and policing. 

Men’s structural dominance and their multiple positionality within the social structure 

creates a sense of futility for women. They exploit their dominance to (re)define and 

name experience, assigning new meaning to disguise abuse and to cause compliance. 

This was demonstrated in the narrative of Nambogo (see page 142) and replicated in 

the Nsangi scenario. In the case of Nambogo her brother in-law/teacher used his 

power to redefine resistance against sexual harassment as deviance, thereby placing 

resistance within the domain of social sanction. He was able to draw from a 
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combination of other power bases available to him and use a range of influence 

strategies in order to achieve his intention of sexual exploitation. For instance, the 

assignation of a problematic category ‘prostitute’ helped him disguise sexual 

exploitation enabling him use force as a strategy of influence under the guise of moral 

policing – then a role for teachers.  

In this period, immorality was a serious offence particularly in Church founded 

schools in Uganda. Like Medieval Morality theatres and their elaborate hell scene, 

aimed at inspiring fear, teachers often performed punishments to school audiences - to 

restrain ‘intending sinners’ and foster morality. Having been unsuccessful through his 

status as brother in-law and the man in the house, the teacher (above) exploited his 

strategic situation within the social structure. He used it in combination with other 

power bases to exert pressure and extract compliance through staging a public act of 

humiliation. The exploitation of power and force within legitimate social structures 

limits and outlaws resistance. Victims then persevere as a coping strategy. 

Thus, the erosion of reciprocal relations between genders and the accumulation of 

higher status roles by men within the patriarchal structures has limited the women’s 

latitude of resistance outside and within the family. For example, Nambogo, on whose 

experience the Nsangi exploration was premised, noted that on being returned to her 

father, he offered her to a village chief for marriage. When she resisted, insisting on 

continuing with school, he discontinued payment of her school fees. Powerless and 

out of school, she succumbed to marriage. Thus, while women may be courageous 

their lower placement on the status hierarchy and structurally limited status options 

limits them in initiating action. They can only resist within the box. This shapes 

women’s perception and their experience of perseverance against abuse.  

Besides oppression due to man’s monopoly of higher status bases, disproportionate 

power relations owing to age, seniority and gender this hierarchical relationship 

inhibits dialogic relations through prescribing respect and deference by juniors. This 

creates fear of seniors, precipitating silence and perpetuating abuse. This was evident, 

in the Nsangi scenario, in the relationship between Nsangi and her sister. Analysis of 

the notion of silence elicited divergent views among women participants on the nature 

of experiences of silence and whether these could be apprehended within the 

problematic of power and hierarchical communication. Participants used their own 
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experiences to illustrate their arguments. One of the sub themes that developed as a 

result of this was rape. Later, I discuss how the dialogic frame enables women to 

come out and share their experiences or views about this form of abuse. Namujju’s 

tale, as I point out, and mainly her act of courage in speaking out about how she was 

raped highlighted seniority, respect and deference as critical factors in abuse and 

silence. Having considered the perpetuation of silence through patriarchy and 

mythicization of women’s experiences, I now discuss victim blame and powerlessness 

as perpetuating silence for rape victims. 

Victim blame 

Victim blame limits women’s ability to speak about their experiences. Two parallel 

plots run in their narratives; what happened to them and an anecdotal one; a plea of 

not having invited their abuse. This fear of blame forces victims of abuse into silence 

and subsequently perseverance. Namujju’s personal experience and the scenario of 

Nsangi illustrates this. In the scenario, when Nsangi made a distress call after Charlie 

attempted to rape her, her rescuers insinuated intentionality on her part. One woman 

asked, ‘These are school hours, what were you doing in his house?’ 

Women were perceived to invite rape if they went to certain places. In the case of 

Christina’s rape (page 149), she kept interrupting her narration of what happened with 

denials of having not consented to or encouraged her abuser. This notion of women 

courting abuse splits their focus between coming to terms with abuse and exonerating 

themselves from complicity. This puts victims on the defensive. When the burden of 

proof is shifted to the victim she is more likely to persevere in silence. For example, 

Namujju a rape survivor whose testimony precipitated other personal narratives of 

rape said: 

I reached school and then a woman who was a sister to the boy called me and asked 

me to deliver a letter at her home. On reaching there [the home] the boy was waiting 

in the bedroom [she was directed into the room by another person] … He raped me. I 

had never experienced anything like that… I was angry with everybody. When I 

reached home, I never uttered a word; I never said anything until this time (now)…. 

You cannot talk about it (voice quivering) … If you talked [about it] they could even 

think that you consented ([GD: 2B:256]). 
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To underscore how victim blame often leads women to persevere in silence, 

participants cited instances in courts of law where victims are often humiliated by 

being asked to describe what and how it happened. Victim blame led to trauma and 

ostracisation making speaking out costlier than silence. Participants in the Isis II 

project, discussing scenarios of women as victims of sexual abuse in war, observed 

that a number of women suffered post-rape trauma but could not speak out. One of the 

female participants said, ‘I as Mary if you raped me and I talked a man who would 

have married me is not likely to…the public will understand it differently…they will 

refer to you as ‘so and so’s daughter who was raped’. Mary said she would instead 

keep silent and ‘die’ with her pain. 

Powerlessness and fear 

Constituted within gender performance, powerlessness and insecurity is another cause 

of silence.  Namujju mentioned being wary of the fathers’ reaction; fearing he would 

accuse her mother of not doing her gender - looking after the daughter - and chasing 

them from home (See also Kidd, 1985:186 in the evaluation of Murewa workshop, on 

fathers divorcing mothers when daughters conceive outside marriage). Christina’s 

experience of being ostracised substantiates this observation (see, page149). Namujju 

talked of having stealthily used salted water, at bath time, to treat her wounds. 

Women’s emotional and physical healing is thus at stake. While women use silence as 

a coping strategy, as long as the problem is not addressed this powerlessness increases 

their feelings of vulnerability. Namujju said she never passed by the house where she 

was raped till much later when she heard the boy was dead and buried ([GD: 

2B:256]). 

What was significant in this process was the latitude of dialogue with analyses 

drawing on the actions of characters and participants’ experiences providing a range 

of narratives of abuse. This revealed disparities, similarities and new understandings 

of women’s experiences of perseverance as abuse. Unlike in the first cycle when 

participants, drawing from stereotypes, tended to agree ‘in chorus’, in this cycle they 

differed over whether a girl child could speak out if abused. The problematisation of 

silence through performance and reflection enabled aesthetic distancing and 

subsequently, reflexivity. This deconstructed stereotypical ways of seeing, enabling 

individuals to question the gendered basis of perceptions. This led them to reposition 
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themselves critically as they re-engaged perseverance. In freeing experience, it 

enabled various ways of seeing which transformed the performative space into a site 

of dialogue and knowledge. An excerpt from the dialogue about whether a child could 

talk if sexually abused could help to highlight this:  

Voices: Impossible. … It’s difficult … (and) what if you do not have a mother? 

Namujju: A child cannot talk about that. For instance, someone raped me when I was 

still a child but I did not even tell my own mother. I just went into my bed and kept 

quiet. I just kept quiet and never said a word. You cannot talk about something like 

that ([F GD: 2B:256]). 

This dialogue was as part of the process of reflecting on the scenario of Nsangi’s 

sexual harassment; why she did not talk about it and whether she could have talked at 

all. This scenario provided a pretext on which participants drew. They used their own 

experiences to explain their point of view. As Desai observes, drawing from Freire, 

‘interpretation is itself a social practice engaged in the legitimation or subversion of 

existing social structures,’ (1990:85). In this dialectical engagement, knowledge is 

gained. For instance, ‘oppression’ began to emerge as the alternate and at times 

dominant reinterpretation of the experiences of the women. This opened the way to 

focusing on constraints, engaging with and collapsing gender stereotypes such as man 

being naturally more rational than woman (see related discussion, page 130). In 

attempting to explain and causally link the experiences of the protagonist in the 

narrative to their own experiences, the process enabled the women to identify and 

engage with how men oppressed them. Participants performatively framed and 

‘interrogate[d] their own reality and experiences,’ and rehearsed problem-solving 

collaboratively (Odhiambo, 200a1: 91). This is development in awareness. Freire 

postulates that to overcome the ‘force’ of oppression ‘one must emerge from it and 

turn upon it.’ In his view ‘this can be done only by means of praxis: reflection and 

action upon the world in order to transform it’ (1994: 33). In deconstructing the 

narrative participants generally drew from experiences of harassment to illuminate 

and explore remedies to identified constraints. However, there were challenges. 

Namujju’s testimony of rape (see page 155 & 157) was not anticipated. There was 

silence. Personally I was flung into a crisis of direction. I felt disempowered as a 

facilitator. Was this an act of courage? In contesting others’ analyses with her 

experience of abuse was this empowerment? Did she expect us to respond? How 
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might she respond to a man engaging with her experience of being abused by a man? 

Although I did not know the abuser, as a man I felt culpable. Honestly I wished I 

could get someone to help me find answers to these tensions before proceeding. 

Usually, when the dramatic process reached crossroads or when tensions ran high, I 

would use traditional collective working songs for enhancing group dynamics. 

However, this was not a moment to sing. I chose to understand myself as partly 

responsible for this environment, which had enabled an abused woman to speak out 

but I was speechless. I felt the silence had become so loud. I felt the tension rising. 

However, I was startled and indeed relieved when I heard Namujju proceed using her 

experience to explain the difficulties an abused woman faces. This is an experience 

which may not be that easily understood by an outsider. Reviewing audio recording of 

the session that evening, I realized that the long silence was my personal experience 

of coming to terms, an experience that had stretched much longer than in real time.   

The use of personal stories by individual women to explore oppression provided the 

aesthetic space, a sense of shared community and trust. It enabled more participants to 

draw from their own experiences to explore notions of perseverance in particular and 

women’s oppression/empowerment in general. Namujju's narrative triggered other 

experiences of abuse. Women shared their narratives of rape broadening into related 

experiences of participants’ children, relatives and women in their communities 

across time/generations (see Christina’s rape, page 149). Exploration of connectivity 

revealed rape as a shared problem. Participants recognised causes of abuse; traditional 

child-upbringing, status and how deference exacerbated children’s vulnerability. For 

instance, in the deconstruction of Nsangi’s silence in the face of harassment in the 

scenario, violation of a child’s rights was identified as a recurring constraint. Women 

participants mainly explained it in the parent’s failure to give girl children a voice, 

Nsangi in this case.  As Zamilla put it, ‘this shows us that denying a child freedom of 

expression is also a cause of problems. They [Nsangi’s parents] took unilateral 

decisions and these were wrong decisions’ ([GD: 2B:240]). I consider the stories 

related to rape and the corresponding survival strategies later in this chapter (see 

Cycle Four, Anticipating rape and rehearsing resistance, page 165). 

This cycle allowed a dialogic interplay between stories of abuse and survival showing 

development in perception from the earlier positions that indicated that abused girls 
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will endure in silence. For instance, Babirye illustrated with a success story of a girl 

who physically resisted the husband of her benefactor. This man had taken advantage 

of the wife’s absence to attempt to rape the girl.  She claimed the girl reported the 

incident to the LC councillor responsible for women/children’s affairs upon which the 

man pleaded guilty and committed himself, in writing, never to sexually harass her 

again. 

While in Cycle One (see pp. 138-145) and in the storytelling performance discussed 

in Chapter Six was venerated as a gender marker of women, in the problematisation 

of the notion, alternate ways of seeing emerged as the participants began 

deconstructing it through performance, analysis and building the story, reflecting on 

their situations and outcomes causally. According to Kerr such ‘dialogic’ engagement 

activates participants’ ‘consciousness to a level where they can mobilise for the 

transformation of society’ (1996:19). Exploring the issues and drawing from their 

experiences dialogically provided a frame of reference and validated TfD’s capacity 

to raise women’s consciousness as a prelude to negotiating oppression. It enabled 

participants and revealed individual experiences as shared and structurally embedded.  

In Cycle Two I have discussed how silence is constituted by concealing oppression 

through mythicization. Patriarchy interfaces within men’s multiples statuses and 

consanguinity to disempower, domesticate and silence women. I have also considered 

victim-blame and cultural perceptions where women are denied the power over their 

sexuality and yet expected to protect themselves. I have discussed how fear of 

retribution leads abused women into silence. Framing women’s experiences within 

theatre provided space for women to explore contradictions in experiences of silence. 

Sharing experiences provided a pretext for interrogating silence. This positioned the 

process to focus on deconstructing perseverance further and to observe how the 

process facilitates learning and empowerment. I explore this in Cycle Three and Cycle 

Four below. 

Cycle Three: Problematising perseverance 

In the Methodology Chapter (page 82) I quoted Cherry (1999) who claimed that the 

process of action research produces knowledge through a method of continuous 

recycling of experience (1999:63).This cycle involved participants reproblematising 
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the notion of a woman should never talk about such things. It was preceded by the 

performance of the scenario of Nsangi: Nsangi resisting Charlie’s rape, escaping from 

the Headmaster, being sent away by the sister and being forced into marriage by the 

father and Senga. While interrogating the myth of a woman should never talk about 

such things, participants rehearsed constraints embedded in the context of Nsangi’s 

situation and explored alternative relationships. The process revealed growing 

awareness of oppression and how it manifested in women’s experiences as silence. 

This led to further cycles of exploration of exploitation. Whereas awareness levels 

increased with structural analysis and understanding, there were regressions into the 

semi-intransitive consciousness recurring at different points of the process.  I have 

discussed this challenge as fatalism (see page 187). In this cycle, I will focus on 

naming as re-interpretation and as a manifestation of development in consciousness. I 

draw on women’s naming of the unspeakable and how this transformed their 

awareness of abuse. I then conclude with a discussion of how men and women 

responded to these issues in their analysis. 

Naming and conscientisation 

The framing of women’s experiences through performance facilitated exploration of 

connections in women's experiences, as individuals, and across time. It enhanced 

understanding, enabling the re-interpretation and naming of their experiences. In 

Freire’s problem-posing pedagogy demythologization, as deconstruction, is a dialogic 

process (Freire 1994). The search for appropriate naming using ‘words which reflect 

and record women’s experiences’ has been a concern for feminist theory (Kelly & 

Radford, 1996:20).  It is in this context that the notion of a woman should never talk 

about such things was revisited exploring power, status and their role in the 

construction of silence and perseverance. Women noted Nsangi had recognized the 

rape attempt as oppression and, apart from physically resisting; she had sought 

intervention from the Headmaster who instead silenced her: women do not talk those 

things. They argued that given the Headmaster’s power and status, the girl believed 

him and as a result she continued to persevere in silence.  

Women identified commonalities between the experiences of Nsangi in the scenarios 

and their own experiences as children. They interpreted the notion that woman should 

never talk about such things as serving patriarchy. Conscientisation, according to 
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Kidd and Byram, is examining whose interests are actually being served? (1982:285). 

Within this frame, women critically re-interpreted what was considered culturally 

normal as problematic. They highlighted narratives of resistance, reconstituting their 

culturally mediated sexual experiences and undercutting silence through giving voice 

to their experience, and also through revealing a structural web that constituted and 

perpetuated silence. Freire underscores the significance of naming in transformation 

of consciousness and as significant to action. He argues that ‘as this happens, the 

word takes on new power.’ Rape, in this case, is no longer being abstracted as a 

shameful area for silence. The act of naming of this experience became ‘a means by 

which people discover[ed] themselves and their potential’; creating ‘a new awareness 

of self’ (1994:14-15). Freire notes further, ‘once named, the world in its turn 

reappears to the namers as a problem and requires of them a new naming’ (1994:69). 

To illustrate how naming transformed consciousness, I quote a segment of 

participants’ deconstruction of ‘the unspeakable’:  

Nambogo: That was true of our time. Men would just take us by force but you would 

not talk about it 

Facilitator: Why wouldn’t you talk about it? 

Nambogo: And say what? It was a matter that caused a lot of shame. It was an 

embarrassing and shameful thing to talk about 

Woman: It would cause enmity and hostility ([3B: 6: 141]). 

As Kelly observes, ‘without a name, behaviour remains an individual concern, it lacks 

social reality, social meaning or social recognition’ (1996:41). Naming provided a 

new lens through which they critically recast their experiences - some dating back 

forty years. What was then seen as shameful was being redefined as abuse. Within 

this new frame, women retrospectively interrogated their childhood experiences 

against marriage norms highlighting the problematic of age, the notion of consent and 

rape. I quote a dialogue between Christina and Jane to illustrate this: 

Christina: Even if the man had gone through the traditional procedure and you were 

taken in marriage, even if they bought you all your requirements, you feared the man. You 

had to fight for even three days before consummating the marriage  

Jane: But your Senga will have given you some sex education. 

Christina: No matter, even if you had been instructed and even if your Senga had 

simulated the action, you just had to fight…a man had to rape you first ([3B: 6: 144]). 



 

162 

The interrogation of silence revealed a rhizome of limit-situations connected to 

disparities in status, roles and power. Women’s poverty and dependence was a 

significant factor. Men used money to bribe poor girls into silence:  

Nambogo: the man would tell you that it was embarrassing to talk about it. He 

would tell you ‘I will bring you medicine...’ he would give you some money and 

remember this might be your first time to get any money...and you would keep quiet 

([3B; 6: 141]). 

Freire (1994) argues that this form of oppression undermines the oppressed’s ‘pursuit 

of self affirmation’ and precipitates silence through ‘false generosity’ (1994:37). 

Glick and Fiske describe it as ‘benevolent sexism’ (2000: 385).  

Poverty of parents exacerbated abuse of girls. Owing to poverty, women were 

implicated in the oppression of girl children ([3B: 6: 156]). Poverty, they argued, 

limited parents’ capacity undermining their sense of responsibility. This according to 

them led some parents to convert their children into objects of exchange, for survival. 

Thus, unlike in the first cycle when men were stereotyped as abusers, in Cycle Three 

participants were beginning to recognise and explore the underlying causes of 

women’s oppression. Reflection also provided a frame to explore individuals' 

histories of oppression. It enabled the participants to link the play’s action in a wider 

social context and make connections between how men, for instance, teachers, 

continued to exploit girl children and how the phenomena had transformed over time:  

Zamilla: … When you come to the issue of defilement it is relevant and the situation 

(nowadays) is worse.  If the child runs from the teacher it is unlikely … that she can 

survive the headmaster … a teacher of today would not let the girl go away… Unlike the 

teacher in the play who tried to seduce and plead at some point a teacher of nowadays, 

once he corners the child, it’s game up ([GD: 3B; 6: 192]). 

Zamilla’s analysis, like that of other participants, underscored the vulnerability of the 

girl child across history, demonstrating Nsangi’s situation as a dramatic embodiment 

of recurring relations of abuse faced by women. Generally, there was variation in how 

women and men explained the sexual abuse of children. Whereas women drew on the 

naming of silence as oppression to explore how abuse was manifested and 

perpetuated, men focused more on explaining child sexual abuse in terms of general 

moral degeneration and the disintegration of culture. They attributed this to western 

social values propagated through the school that were eroding parents’ disciplinary 
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powers. These social ‘disorientations’, in the view of these men, introduced value 

systems that exposed children to western notions of sexuality increasing their 

vulnerability to sexual abuse (See related discussion towards structural 

understanding, page 78). Wakawaka argued: 

Although they (women participants) have said we, as men do not care... we used to eat 

goats (virgins) but where are the goats now? Even in the villages it (virgins) is hardly 

there. … School has also caused many problems; what they learn in science, biology…the 

children then say we have done the theory so we should proceed for practicals and so our 

children go on ah, ah, ah, (having sex). There are few who are not involved in this ([3B; 6: 

206]). 

Although Wakawaka’s analysis of school as a sphere of moral degeneration was 

supported by other participants, he attempted to exonerate the male teachers involved. 

Like the male participants of Luwero who explained their sleeping with underage girls 

in the nature, upbringing, character of girls and the moral degeneration exacerbated by 

globalization, Wakawaka used women’s sexuality to measure morality. He was 

concerned that men are finding fewer virgins by the time of marrying women because 

the women begin engaging in sex much earlier than ‘normal’.  Men, like in the first 

exploration of the notion of a woman should never talk about such things, tended 

towards narrative closure through blaming rather than addressing the central theme of 

silence and perseverance. They focused on power in the context of loss, of regaining 

parents’ authority. 

Cycle Four: Acting on silence 

Cycle Four was spread over a period of days. It drew on earlier cycles through 

isolating individual scenes of Nsangi as pretexts to interrogate perseverance and 

explore interventions for empowerment. Within each segment participants continued 

to reflect and act on relations of oppression. Freire, drawing from Lukacs, in 

discussion of ‘critical intervention’ argues that ‘the more the people unveil [the] 

challenging reality which is to be the object of their transforming action, the more 

critically they enter that reality’ and that ‘in this way they are “consciously activating 

the subsequent development of their experiences”’ (Lukacs in Freire, 1994: 35).  

In Cycle Three participants had focused on re-naming the notion of silence in a 

woman should never talk about such things as mythicising oppression. Having 
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recognised silence as key to Nsangi’s (and their) oppression, in Cycle Four 

participants revisited Nsangi identifying situations where action could have been 

taken, who could have acted and why they acted the way they did or did not act. This 

phase moved the process from stories of perseverance (Cycle One), to how silence 

was perpetuated through mythicisation (Cycle Two) and through problematising their 

experiences of abuse (Cycle Three) to taking action on silence as the focus of Cycle 

Four (see also Appendix 15:A41). This cycle will focus on participants’ identification 

of communication and life skills as crucial for the empowerment of women against 

rape. Participants explored and developed a range of resources women could draw 

from to resist abuse. They also considered ways women could increase their 

capacities by acting on silence through enhancing personal capacities and 

associational empowerment. After enacting Nsangi they reflected on why Nsangi in 

the scenario was abused and why she did not talk to her sister or father. Hierarchical 

relations based on age and seniority were advanced to explain silence. Participants 

also explored how this hierarchy in communication compounded parents 

understanding of Nsangi’s oppression in marriage and young women’s oppression in 

particular. Acting on silence was seen as key to negotiating dialogic relationships 

central to knowledge and action. It was in this context that participants focused on 

parent-child communication. 

Negotiating communication 

Having identified silence as consequence of unequal power relations between the girls 

and the abuser and between children and their seniors, the problem of deference (see 

Cycle Two, page 145) was developed beyond just blaming the man and the child. 

Participants began to explore the nature of communication between the parents and 

children and its role in child abuse. Cultivating a communicative relationship was 

advanced as crucial to enabling the parent to counsel and provide emotional support 

and supportive interventions. Eva, explaining this problem in parents being tough and 

drawing on Namujju and Cristina’s experiences of rape (above), argued for a more 

dialogic relationship. She used her relationship with her 13 year old daughter, who 

had experienced constant sexual harassment from a man, to illustrate the point. ‘She 

was making it a point for me to know it at every opportunity’ Eva said. When the man 

continued harassment, Eva cautioned him through a ‘fellow elder’ and acquaintance 

of the man. She also threatened legal action if the abuser did not stop. ‘The elder 
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found a way of cautioning the man…I soon noticed that the man who used to abuse 

my child would pass the place (home) running; coming back he would be running’, 

she said ([2B: 5:322]). 

In Eva’s experience, cultivating a dialogic relationship with the child facilitated an 

atmosphere of trust enabling parents to ‘get the most out of your children ([2B: 

5:322]). In critiquing the traditional hierarchical parent-daughter relationship Eva 

argued for an alternative relational paradigm collapsing seniority as power over and 

inviting, by example, a dialogic relationship that would foster trust and facilitate 

communication. Thus, cultivating a non-hierarchical relationship with the children 

would enable one to share counsel and make interventions when it is still possible.  

Eva’s personal experience led to participants sharing experiences where dialogic 

relations with children had helped to intervene in and avert child sexual abuse. 

Participants identified empowering women, as potential victims of rape, with a 

capacity to act against it. Sharing experiences of sexual abuse and harassment by 

participants and their children and other women revealed commonalities in their 

experiences and highlighted their vulnerability and the need for women to take 

responsibility for their protection.  

Anticipating rape and rehearsing resistance 

Exploration of life skills built on the scenes of sexual molestation by the teacher and 

the headmaster in Nsangi. The action involved the teacher entering the classroom, 

sending Nsangi to his house for a book to deliver to the staffroom, leaving pupils with 

class work, hurrying out and meeting Nsangi in the corridors and making advances 

before attempting to grab and rape her. Building on this scenario and participants’ 

experiences of rape explored in Cycle Two, the focus of this last part of Cycle Four 

was on exploring and rehearsing life skills that women may adopt in a situation of 

abuse. The interrogation of narratives of rape and survival revealed a combination of 

factors that facilitated abuse.  

Unlike in Boal’s simultaneous dramaturgy where actors performed a problematic 

situation to a point of crisis and then acted the solution suggested by the audience 

members (1995:3), in this case participants improvised the action and acted out the 

solution to the problematic situation where Nsangi is cornered by teacher Charlie. 

Other actors intervened to change the action and stop the abuse of Nsangi or to 
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explore alternative strategies for action. In framing perseverance and rehearsing 

resistance, the process focused on ‘confronting the reality critically’ by 

‘simultaneously objectifying and acting upon that reality’ (Freire, 1994:34), and 

thereby transforming the original situation towards less oppressive relations. Boal has 

described this as an experience of ‘learning together’ (1995:3). In the case of the 

Nsangi scenarios, in the initial cycles, Nsangi would plead with the teacher to spare 

her. Reflecting on the scene, participants were critical of pleading as a strategy of 

resistance. They engaged in a series of interventions. For instance, one actor, on 

becoming suspicious, avoided getting close to the teacher. The teacher being faster 

and stronger just leapt at her and ‘raped’ her. The next intervener warned the teacher 

to keep off and when he ignored it and grabbed her, she resisted by biting his arms. 

This shocked the teacher and he withdrew. However, the effectiveness of the strategy 

was contested by the next actor (a strong woman also working as a local councillor in 

charge of defence), who performing the teacher, simply used ‘his’ physical advantage, 

bundled the biting victim and ‘raped’ her.   

The next series of life skills involved kicking the testicles of the teacher. Although 

this sent the teacher doubling over, it was contested because it required courage, and 

accuracy. Besides, some participants argued that if one missed the target, the assailant 

could become more aggressive making it potentially more dangerous for the victim. It 

was then Kobusingye stepped in and said she had a better strategy. This became 

unnerving for the male actor playing the teacher (he later said he felt vulnerable 

mainly because he could not figure out how his intended victim was going to respond 

to his rape attempt). When the teacher approached her, Kobusingye did not plead, but 

asked him looking him in the eye, what he was up to. She then warned him not to 

move close. When he ignored her, she broke into a loud alarm. This took him 

unawares upon which he asked if she was out of her mind. But she continued her 

distress call, in crescendo, ‘Help! He's raping me! He is raping me, help!!’ It was too 

late for the teacher to flee as a stream of people responded to her call, rescuing her 

and apprehending the man.  

The purpose of these scenarios was to draw on the context and participants’ 

experiences to identify life skills for vulnerable women and to frame their suggestions 

through action, testing them in simulated situations in order to evaluate and improve 
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on them. Besides building on the scenario to explore and practice self-defence skills, 

participants also drew from their personal experiences of survival and escape (see 

below) to share a range of life skills.  

Drawing from experiences of survival 

Leticia’s escape: Leticia had a close friend. Then one day when she visited him, he 

asked for sex. When she declined, he became aggressive. Realizing that pleading was 

not helpful she changed the strategy and ‘accepted’. With the ‘friend’ already half-

naked, she also undressed, remaining in a petticoat and bra. Aware of the location of 

the toilet (outside) she then told him she needed to pee. Secure in the knowledge that 

her clothes were off and in his custody, he let her out. On stepping out she fled 

leaving behind the naked man holding onto her clothes. 

Nambogo’s escape: Late in her pregnancy, owing to a high fever Nambogo visited 

hospital. Returning home, in a hot afternoon sun and thirsty, she branched off to a 

nearby house to ask for water. A young man, who answered the door, gave her a seat 

and went in the closet returning with water. As she began to drink, the young man 

moved to the door, shut it, turned the lock, loosened his belt and dropped his pants. 

Nambogo’s was in no doubt of what was coming. Aware that it was futile to 

physically resist the youthful and charged man, she promised to cooperate, upon 

which he relaxed. She asked for a moment to rest owing to her condition and the heat. 

She requested more water. When he went in she used the moment to scrutinize the 

door lock. It was on his return that he realized a snapping sound he had heard was of 

the door. Nambogo had already bolted out. 

Participants recognised that both women survived because they did not use resistance, 

did not agitate potential abusers but performed cooperation. They observed that 

keeping calm enabled them to consider viable strategies in their contexts, making it 

possible to dupe their potential abusers. These narratives served as proto-

performances/pretexts for rehearsal of life skills. The flexibility of form enabled the 

cyclic movement from personal narratives to problematisation of experience through 

reflection and action. Performance served as tool to frame, deconstruct and 

reconstruct oppressive experiences - a process of development through 

conscientisation. These were integrated in the rehearsals of the community play. They 

also drew on these experiences to develop the character of Nsangi from 
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submissiveness; increasing her capacity to initiate action in self defence. Unlike in 

earlier scenarios where she was raped by the teacher, in the later developments she 

was able to draw on the range of skills to protect herself (see Appendix 7:A19). I will 

draw from two narratives of escape which informed the development of the 

community. 

Building on strategies explored, participants focused on Nsangi discarding traditional 

gender stereotype of perseverance and taking the initiative to protect herself. For 

example, whereas in the initial scenarios, Nsangi ended with her being overpowered 

and raped, in the subsequent reworking of the scene survival skills such as spot 

kicking the aggressor (teacher) in the groin were combined with making a loud alarm 

(traditional distress call) to attract help. This cocktail of life skills was what saved 

Nsangi from her brother in-law/teacher turned rapist in the scenario. Studies on 

‘avoidance of rape suggests that women who’ drew on  a variety of methods of 

defence, avoided ‘stereotypically feminine modes of influence, such as tearful 

pleading’ and ‘assume[d] the burden of their own safety’ were more likely to avoid  

rape (Lips, 1991:132-3). In the play, Nsangi’s escape from the headmaster’s office 

was achieved through employing a combination of the strategies that Nambogo and 

Leticia shared (above). For instance, unable to influence the Headmaster through 

pleading, Nsangi used a different strategy. She accepted his advances, removing her 

blouse and then asking for a soda - an item men often seduce girls with. When the 

Headmaster went for the soft drink, having put off his coat and shirt, Nsangi bolted 

out with his attire in hand (Appendix 7:A19).  

The need for life skills of self-defence, in a context where deception was not 

sufficient, such as when attackers attempted physical force, was also integrated in the 

play. For example, when her husband Lujujju and co-wives physically attempted to 

conscript her into polygamy, Nsangi sprayed into their eyes a cocktail of sand 

scooped from the ground and hot pepper, packed in her pocket. Co-wives, determined 

to drag her back to their husband’s bedroom, for him to accomplish consummating the 

marriage, gave up the chase, in smarting anguish. This metaxis between fiction and 

life is what Desai has defined as ‘metronymic contiguity’ (1990:84) which, according 

to him gives TfD a ‘revolutionary potential’ (see detailed discussion, page 224). Boal 

equates this experience of trialling the real world in a fictional context ‘a rehearsal of 
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revolution’ because, an actor rehears[ing] throwing a bomb on stage… is concretely 

rehearsing the way a bomb is thrown’. And so in rehearsing how to resist being raped 

and using life skills such as making distress calls, spot kicking and duping the 

aggressor, the woman is ‘concretely’ practising life skills. And, as Boal notes further, 

‘within fictitious limits, the experience is a concrete one’ (Boal 1970:141). Theatre 

creates the space for women to draw from experience to frame and practise resistance 

for later application in life. However, the assumption here is that all spect-actors are 

valuing the rehearsals and may apply them positively. This may not be the case as the 

rehearsals could also empower a potential abuser through participation in this 

strategic action. I discuss this problem under problematic empowerments (see page 

262).  

Cycle Five: Negotiating hierarchies and broadening capacity 

Whereas Cycle Four focused on equipping Nsangi and women as potential victims of 

rape with life skills, Cycle Five focused on deconstructing hierarchical relations 

within the family.  Improving on communication between girls and parents and 

particularly the Senga was seen as crucial to giving women voice and understanding 

girls’ experiences. This would foster solidarity and enhance women’s power to act on 

culturally mediated oppression. This cycle concludes by considering relations within 

polygamy as a site of women-to-women oppression.  

Negotiating capacity and hierarchies of oppression 

Deconstruction and the analysis of Nsangi’s oppression, rehearsing resistance and 

problematising constraints moved the process beyond identification and prescriptive 

problem-solving strategies to identifying, naming and analysing a social basis of 

women’s oppression in general and Nsangi’s situation in particular. As Desai notes:  

Deconstruction or decoding involves a cognitive move from abstractions to 

the recognition of concrete structural relations in society. The apparently 

unrelated maladies of society are recognized as essentially related to the 

structural formation of that society. (1990:70) 

For example, in the process of exploring appropriate action for empowering Nsangi - 

in case her resistance to marriage was overcome by family pressure and poverty - the 

analysis revealed systemic limitations owing to poverty, patriarchy, and corruption. 

Participants recognised that often Basenga (paternal aunts) and elders support and 



 

170 

enforce abuse of younger and dependant women. They thus focused the next rehearsal 

on how to negotiate these relations to empower women.  

Participants explored possibilities of rupturing this frame through various forms of 

resistance. In this session they intervened in the scene as either Senga or Nsangi. They 

reflected on interventions and how they extended possibilities of empowerment (see 

related discussion Appendices 15:A41, 16:45 & 17:A46).. They re-problematised and 

anticipated challenges and reflected on strategies they had rehearsed. Women, in 

particular focused on understanding characters’ motivations contextually and 

commented on the action - what she would do if she were the character in the 

situation. Once the participants had identified with the frame of the characters’ 

experiences, in the analysis phase, they shifted between their voice and that of the 

characters with ease relating the action to their lived experience. Play and life were in 

a shared context (see Metaxis and metonymic contiguity, page 224 & 256). These 

cyclic movements were a vital part of the process in creating consciousness and 

conscientisation. For instance, they noted that if Nsangi could resist the men, as she 

did in the case of attempted rape, she could resist the aunt. Women acting Nsangi 

drew from their experiences to develop responses and rehearse defiance. Strategies 

included open resistance to Senga’s authority such as, Nsangi fleeing when being 

forcefully taken into marriage. For instance, Sarah asked her Senga to lead the way 

before escaping from her. She then closed herself in the house ([6A: 15: 263]). 

Participants drew on knowledge they learnt in earlier explorations and applied it to 

solve new challenges.  Recognizing the effectiveness of the use of a combination of 

strategies including the distress call, as applied in the earlier episode against rape, in 

the next scenario Sarah resisted Senga by making an alarm. She argued that people in 

the village would gather and ‘I would tell them that I am being forced to marry yet I 

am just a child’. Sarah was confident such a strategy would be helpful because 

‘among those gathered there would be someone to give useful advice’ ([6A: 15: 263]). 

Some analyses, cognisant of unequal power relations within the family and the 

community, repositioned the action within the frame of legal interventions. They built 

on the illegality and (in) appropriateness of child marriage.  

Reflection enabled critical reengagements with the characters’ situation. This allowed 

the participants or the character to continuously renegotiate their position in relation 
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to the problem and in light of capacities and options for action identified through 

cycles of action and reflection. This enabled exploring transformative possibilities 

that altered the relationship of the protagonist to the circumstances of oppression. In 

this way participants rehearsed for a more egalitarian gender relation. For example, 

Bitu, critical of the action of Nsangi’s father in the scenario where he staked the 

daughter for booze, disagreed that the Senga was bound by culture claiming she could 

override the brother’s decision. She argued that the Senga had more power as ascribed 

by culture and that she could have used it to check the brother’s attempt to barter the 

girl-child. ‘If I were the Senga I would not have given away my niece.  I would have 

stayed with her and I do garden work, after all not everybody manages to send a child 

to school ([6A: 15: 235]). 

Freire (1970) identifies two levels of decodification. He names the first as ‘surface 

structure’ which according to him ‘is descriptive’. Here decodification ‘focus[es] on 

the relationship between the categories constituting the codification.’ The second 

level is ‘problematising the codified situation’ which seeks understanding of ‘the deep 

structure’. This enables understanding of the ‘dialectic between the categories…in the 

“surface structure” as well as’ how the two structural levels relate (1970:14). The 

deconstruction of hierarchical communication and patriarchy exposed other sources of 

oppression. For instance, even after participants improved the relationship between 

Nsangi and her parents, this did not transform into sustainable empowerment. She 

could not even meet her material needs. Participants acting parents of Nsangi sent her 

back to an oppressive marriage because they could not afford to look after her and the 

baby (see Appendix 16:A45). Poverty emerged as a major constraint. Participants 

subsequently focused on interrogating poverty (for related discussion see Contexts of 

desire page 195, and strategic dependency and subsistence sex page 232). Poverty, 

they argued, made them vulnerable to dependency and perseverance. Dependency was 

named as a symptom as well as a limit-situation, leading to the question: why is 

Nsangi dependent? How did she become dependent and how can she address 

dependency as a limit-situation? These became driving questions for knowledge and 

framing action.  

Theorizing on dependency and inferiority, some post-colonial African feminists, 

drawing from Franz Fanon, have explained it in psychic reconstruction (Fanon in 
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Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994: 30) what Saligman has defined as learned helplessness 

(Saligman in Foreman and Rudi, 1997: 38). In attempting to understand causes of 

Nsangi’s dependency as a prelude for agency, the participants delineated and 

explored social circumstances that limited to Nsangi, allowing a more critical 

engagement with the sources of oppression outside kinship and patriarchy. This 

enabled them to consider individuals’ capacities as resources that can be built on to 

intervene in poverty, dependency and perseverance. Perceiving the problem as 

historical, they identified the nature of parenting to explain dependency, drawing 

from the inactivity of the father and his recourse to day drinking. Jennifer argued that:  

Nsangi was capable of using her hands to grow something she can sell to support 

herself. If she was living in town she could have used money given to her by 

Senga, to buy Nsasa, for weaving mats baskets… fry chips for sale. This would 

have helped her (5A: 12: 029). 

Dependency as a problem of socialisation was thus advanced as increasing women’s 

vulnerability to abuse. They explained this in a lack of responsible parenting. 

Participants thus advocated for a home environment where children are brought up, 

according to Nambogo ‘knowing that a person should work for him/herself instead of 

waiting to depend on or exploit others’ ([5A: 12: 266]). The enhancement of women’s 

capacity was advanced as central to addressing dependency and limiting women’s 

vulnerability: 

Zamilla: Every woman and her daughter, each of them should strive, be creative and 

look for their own money instead of looking at the man’s. … Nsangi was looking to 

the husband for food and maternity support… that is why she went back to a 

marriage that was not useful ([5A: 12: 285+]). 

Learning was reflected in women’s capacity to re-problematise, explain oppression 

and strategise for action. It was also reflected in some women considering their 

personal experiences retrospectively and explaining how they would act if confronted 

with a potentially abusive situation. Norah said from what she had observed if she 

was single and yet to marry, ‘I would get work and save money that would help me 

when I am in need’ ([5A: 12: 276]). 

The post-natal strategies for empowerment included Nsangi growing and selling crops 

secretly. They argued that this would earn her sufficient income to support herself if 

she left the man and set herself up in some petty business. Other interventions 
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performed were of Nsangi abandoning the baby with its father and going to work as a 

maid. For instance, Namitala performing Nsangi argued that leaving the child behind 

would make it is easier for a Good Samaritan to give her sanctuary. 

Through the dramatic process, women’s learning of perseverance as a limit-situation 

was observable by their ability to recognize the gender-role notion of man as provider 

as problematic and woman’s dependency as partly a problem of socialisation. The 

recognition that a woman should strive to support herself, and that as mothers they 

should support girl children towards manifesting that consciousness in their lived 

experiences was indicative of learning. Besides, individual resources of defiance, 

whose limitations they acknowledged (such as being physically subdued), women 

also recognised involving the wider community as key in addressing oppression.  

Naming as re-interpretation 

The concept of naming has been of interest to feminists (See Daly, 1973; Du Bois, 

1983 and Griffin, 1982b in Humm, 1989: 146) and liberation pedagogists (Freire, 

1994: 69). This act, said to constitute, ‘redescribing’ reality - ‘naming ones 

observations,’ is perceived as ‘the first order of interpretation’ (Humm, 1989: 146; see 

related discussion naming and conscientisation, page 160). Some of the 

transformations in the process and awareness resulted from naming after sustained 

action and reflection. For example, the reproblematisation of the relationship of 

marriage between Nsangi and Lujujju produced new understanding through naming. 

While exploring tensions in polygamy, participants had focused on the nurturing 

qualities of woman and were critical of Nsangi for exacerbating her oppression by 

resisting doing gender like her co-wives. However, Eva disagreed arguing that ‘It is 

not even a case of kindness or lack of it. She was just a child who could not even 

understand’. By naming her a child, Eva’s analysis significantly transformed how 

Nsangi’s relationship with Lujujju was viewed. Freire has argued that ‘human 

existence cannot be’ transformed ‘by false words, but only by true words’ (1994:69). 

As Humm (1989) observes, the act of naming ‘defines the quality and value of that 

which is named (1989:146).  

Naming redefined the premise of the relations, the situation and the discussion and 

underscored its significance in the redefinition of phenomena and the temporality of 

reality. Naming her a child and not a woman shifted the focus from considering 
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resistance as intervention to interrogating the roles and responsibility of parents 

towards children and from Nsangi as a woman defying marriage to Nsangi as a minor 

being forced into marriage: This redefined the relationship to child-abuse 

subsequently inviting and enabling participants to read the action through existing 

child protection structures. Although participants’ responses recognized a need to 

keep family harmony, the rights of the girl child were recognised as a priority. These 

developments in perception necessitated redefining the strategies of intervention. For 

instance, Babirye explained: ‘If all fails then I go and lodge a case against them. 

Children also have rights’. This strategy for external intervention explored 

associational linkages with older women and women’s groups. In reflecting on action, 

participants drew from experiences, since the last workshop, including reflections on 

roles and actions as characters.  

Naming also helped to expose the subtext of co-wife tensions in polygamy making it 

possible for participants to explore action against women-to-women oppression. In 

the Luwero and Mulwadde II workshops, women acknowledged polygamy as a 

problematic reality of everyday experience. Steady (1996), considering the social 

organization of polygamy observe that traditional marriage laid ‘emphasis on 

communal living, cooperation and peaceful coexistence’ between ‘co-wives 

necessitate[ing] the development of interpersonal skills’(1996:6; see also Sudarkasa 

1996:78). In the workshop whereas some participants were critical of the hostility 

towards Nsangi by her co-wives, women acting Nsangi’s co-wives initially justified 

their hostility towards her because of disrupting their peace. For instance, Nora was 

critical of Nsangi throwing their husband in the stream while in the process of 

carrying him across. She said ‘I did not care if she gave birth unattended; I was not 

feeling any sympathy at all. … I did not like Nsangi because she nearly killed my 

man.’ 

Problematising her action, participants were critical of her explanation, arguing that as 

women who have been in labour, they found that abandoning a woman in that 

condition for the reasons advanced as insufficient. Zamilla argued that it was not the 

act of throwing their husband in the stream but jealousy which was the cause of the 

hostility ([5A: 12: 226]).  
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Like in the naming of Nsangi as a child (see above), the naming of the co-wife tension 

as jealousy revealed that women resisting sharing husbands strategised within their 

gender-role frame as nurturers to out-compete and eliminate their competitors. The 

younger woman was constructed as deviant and a liability to the existing relations of 

power. Zamilla noted, ‘They were older women and seeing that Nsangi was younger, 

better looking, they became jealous. They did not want her ([5A: 12: 226]).’ The 

identification and acknowledgement of jealousy as the subtext of tensions between 

co-wives triggered a refocusing of the analysis. The scene involving Nsangi and her 

co-wives was re-enacted with participants refocusing on problematising jealousy.  

Negotiating co-wife relations 

According to Odhiambo (2001a), consciously locating ‘oneself outside oneself’ in 

performance ‘enable[s] a seeing of oneself from a ‘different perspective’’. This, he 

claims, amounts to ‘a new experience,’ (2001a: 93). In facilitating TfD, participation 

itself being a conscious act, I deliberately positioned participants to allow them to 

experience relations differently in order to enable knowledge, reflection and action. 

The method of circles of relations (see description on page 75) was applied providing 

participants the space to explore various experiences of relations in polygamy as 

women, wives and mothers. This broadened their perceptions and consciousness of 

women’s experience in polygamy.  It involved shifting the actors along the line of 

relational hierarchy - senior and junior wife roles. This action focused on the 

identified problem area - Nsangi in labour (see Appendix 17:A46). In the re-

enactments, all co-wives acted Nsangi. They took leave of jealousy and helped her 

deliver. As a result of this development the scene of Nsangi seeking help from the 

birth attendant was omitted in subsequent scenarios. Acknowledging that if she were 

the co-wife she would feel very jealous, Zubeda, now acting the senior wife nursing 

Nsangi - her former role - said she would nonetheless conceal her feelings. She used 

the phrase ‘covering the faeces so that people may pick the mushrooms’. Norah 

reflecting on her experience in the role of Nsangi said she appreciated being 

supported: 

I have now learnt empathy and I should be able to show it if I am in similar 

circumstances in the future … it is because, I have experienced the problem. I have 

learnt that it is good to help other people. I will pretend that all is well and 

cooperate. 
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Empathy has been associated with the domestication of audience by Brecht (1964) 

and Piscator (1978) and undermining critical engagement with action (Boal, 1979:34). 

This has often been argued from the point of view of theatre traditions that separate 

actor from audience encouraging passivity. However, in what Boal terms ‘rehearsal 

theatre’ and using the notion on circle of relations, passivity is countered as the 

antagonist is positioned to experience oppression in the role of the protagonist, 

gaining understanding through empathy; transformation.  

The process acknowledged intra-gender oppression among co-wives and rehearsed 

alternative non-oppressive relations improving relations between co-wives - in 

consonance with the traditional ethic of community and cooperation. However, this 

risked perpetuating domestication. In considering this, I had questions to reflect on. 

While improving co-wife relations may lessen tensions and oppressions associated 

with it, the fundamental challenge is: What is the source of the tensions? By 

attempting to improve relations between wives, aware that they also oppress each 

other, won’t we be mythicizing through concealment and subsequently serving 

domestication and perseverance?  However, in posing this question was I free of 

moralistic bias by assuming that all women considered polygamy a problem? 

Objectivity was of central concern here reminding me of Abah and Etherton’s counsel 

to their student trainee facilitators in the Samaru project about the limitation of ‘their 

own prejudices and class-bound interests’.  They counselled them ‘you see the 

problems this way but these people see them in that way’ (Abah & Etherton cited in 

Desai, 1990: 79).  

Research in polygamy has indicated experiences of power and independence (See 

Ogundipe-Leslie1994; Potash, 1995 and Steady, 1996). There were women 

participants with positive narratives of polygamy. Sarah critical of generalising 

women’s experiences of polygamy as negative and men as the active agents in 

marrying more than one wife talked of how she consented to her husband’s request to 

marry a second wife. She claimed to have lived with her co-wife in a supportive close 

relationship, ‘If we take long without meeting, she looks me up and asks why I have 

taken long without calling on her and I tell her that I am in good form.’ Sarah said 

when their husband was still alive, he would tell her, ‘Today I am going to spend the 

day with her’, and I would say, ‘it’s fine!’. 
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Sarah expressed surprise at the scenarios of jealousy by participants ([5A: 12: 285]) 

Ogundipe-Leslie has wondered if this attitude is not ‘false consciousness’ (1994: 74). 

This experience raises challenges for consientisation and the criteria for its evaluation. 

This presented troubling moments for the facilitator. For instance, when the 

participant has learnt the value of cooperation and harmony, central to an African 

ethic of community, how does one locate this consciousness within the changing 

socio-cultural and economic circumstances where it may promote structural 

domination of women? In respect to Sarah, some female participants looked at each 

other with expressions of disbelief. One whispered that the husband died of AIDS. 

This could have been the reason why she was not challenged. On the other hand her 

surprise against a background of survival tensions, discussed in Cycles One and Five, 

(page 192 & 212 respectively), reveals the reorientation of relations of polygamy 

where values have shifted from support, complementarity and community to 

competition for survival. The devaluation of the ethic of community and women’s 

capacity exacerbated by colonialism has increased their dependence on men, 

foregrounding survival. With diminished resources, polygamy is more of a liability 

than an asset (Steady, 1996: 6). It is a source of conflicts between women and over 

men (see detailed discussion, Cycle Five, page 212).  

Women performed, reflected on and rehearsed action through shaping and 

restructuring experiences of the characters. They were beginning to focus on how to 

transform the fortunes of Nsangi through intervening in her situation. From the initial 

cycles e.g. Kintu where the women were generally blamed for being bigheaded, 

(although vestiges of this continued to permeate participants’ analyses), the focus had 

moved to identifying patriarchy and the men (teacher, Headmaster, father and 

husband) as core to Nsangi’s oppression. Further problematisation expanded the 

analytical horizon beyond men to recognising and examining the parent child 

relationship and the role of communication in the enhancement of trust and dialogue, 

the limitations of the individual girl and the centrality of personal initiative in self-

improvement as opposed to enduring oppression. Although participants’ strategies 

were still mediated by their historical situation which informed their self-perception 

and capacity for agency, the process moved beyond blaming external factors and 

essentialising patriarchy as the problem to recognising other relations and sources of 
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dominance. Women instead invited women to examine themselves and their 

contribution to their oppression as a pre-requisite to action.  

This development can be apprehended as a movement from an external to an ‘internal 

‘locus of control’ (see Rotter in Foreman and Rudi 1997:38). For example, they 

recognised women’s role, e.g. the Senga, in oppression of fellow women. In 

contextualising oppression within relations of kinship, age and seniority, participants 

demonstrated development in critical awareness. This positioned them to focus on 

negotiating seniority and age within the family to make relations between girls and 

their seniors/elders more dialogic. Women strategised through theatre to test the 

potential and limits of their interventions. The relationship between Nsangi and her 

husband/co-wives home was renegotiated to be more supportive and dialogic. 

Participants’ reflection attributed these transformations to the dialogic relations 

between the husband and his wives. Thus, emphasis on men and culture as 

explanatory concepts for women’s oppression is reductive and limits participants’ 

capacity to identify other relations of women’s oppression. As Freire observes, 

‘provided with the proper tools for such encounter, the individual can gradually 

perceive personal and social reality as well as the contradictions in it, …and deal 

critically with it’ (Freire, 1994:14).  

Cycle six: Crystallising scenarios of perseverance 

Transforming scenarios into play 

Moving scenarios towards the full-length play involved focusing the scenes and 

giving participants the opportunity to perform in all the roles in the play (see 

Crystallising scenarios of desire, page 228). The episodic nature of the scenes enabled 

many re-enactments of the scene and related situations helping to ground each 

participant in a range of roles and to experience the process and the gender issues 

from a range of perspectives. From a narrative point, the process focused on 

developing narrative-line, and not on ‘good acting’. This provided participants with 

the thematic line, besides facilitating reflection. The backgrounding phase was useful 

later in informing the casting when constituting community plays. It also provided 

space for participants to explore their stories, rehearse against oppression and to 

enrich the context and analysis. From a research point of view, this approach 
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facilitated access to a range of experiences of women and men on perseverance and 

oppression. 

In building towards a production, participants selected from earlier scenarios, 

experiences, and analysis to develop a plot and character. This phase focused on the 

need to create individual people - moving beyond types. This characterisation 

focusing on giving voice to women enabled new understanding based on experiences 

of individual women providing insights into power and gender in polygamy. For 

instance, the wives of Lujujju were initially dramatised as stereotypes of traditional 

wives. They performed their gender in an image-object motif that limited women’s 

understanding of individual voice/experiences in polygamy. I thus focused on 

enabling the understanding of individual voices having observed that their 

stereotypical presentations of a ‘gendered machine’ was not sufficiently enabling 

understanding of what motivated their action and how each individual woman felt 

about her situation as co-wife. 

Characterization was thus central to the exploration of women's experiences and 

meaning in this phase. Power deriving from hierarchies and statuses of women within 

traditional polygamous Ganda marriage where each wife had specific roles became 

visible through deconstruction. For example, while in the initial scenarios, all wives 

were identified without much distinction, in problematising, the stereotypical 

hierarchy and its function in oppression and construction of perseverance within 

polygamy became visible. Secondly the exploration enabled historical 

contextualization of seniority and explored how these elements facilitated power and 

informed co-wife relations. For instance, the first, usually senior, wife to whom others 

were expected to defer was titled Mukuma. According to one participant ‘She is 

keeper of the home and the man. She is the one given money for the daily needs of the 

home. Other wives have to approach her and she will make decisions’ ([6B 16: 152]). 

Co-wife relations are marked by tensions and power related to complex indices of 

seniority, rank title and corresponding roles such as Mukuma for the senior wife, 

Kabejja the second and Muyiya the third wife. In the traditional polygamous family 

the senior wife was authorized ‘by her husband to organize her co-wives... [to] act as 

an intermediary between her co-wives and her husband’ over material, health care and 

needs care and in some cultures arrange sexual meetings (Potash, 1995: 75). The 
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senior wife exercised power over junior wives, organized the home and helped ensure 

that other women serve and defer to the husband; the junior wives deferred to her as 

well. For instance, in the Nsangi scenario, after being waited on by the wives, all 

jostling to serve their husband Lujujju, he commended the senior wife thus: You have 

indeed trained them well. Ranking also functions as a tool of gender policing through 

reward and discipline and, effectively, domestication. The scenario’s action, revealed 

how power operates through social structures making domination invisible.  

The identification and recognition of these distinctions were useful in establishing and 

understanding status and roles for each woman, her stake in the action (and thereby 

motivation) and how she related with other members of the family. This revealed how 

seniority was a factor of oppression within polygamy prompted the process regarding 

the problematisation of co-wife tensions.  

In the Learning from Ugandan Contexts Chapter, I argued for the privileging of 

stereotype as pretext for gender deconstruction (see page 54). This analysis of the play 

building process illustrates transformations arising from apprehending and 

problematising the stereotype. It facilitated the development of the narrative and 

enabled insights into status, hierarchies, roles and power relations in polygamous 

relationships and how this in turn informed women’s capacity to recognize and 

interrogate the limitation. From the performative point of view, this phase facilitated 

actors to develop or ground their roles.  

Challenges 

Fatalism 

Freire (1994) argues that ‘one of the gravest obstacles to the achievement of liberation 

is that [the] oppressive reality absorbs those within it and thereby acts to submerge 

[their] consciousness’ (1994: 33). However, as I argue in this section, development in 

awareness does not necessarily constitute a capacity for action. This discussion of 

fatalism draws on my inferences from observations of how it manifested in 

participants’ action and reflection on perseverance and desire. Freire (1994) drawing 

on the notion of generative themes also argues that the emergent themes have 

associated limit-situations that are characteristic of each society, and are historically 

linked. A theme such as ‘underdevelopment …cannot be understood apart from the 



 

181 

relationship of dependency’ (1994:84).  Fatalism remained a recurring feature in 

participants’ understanding of oppression and exploration of perseverance in 

particular. I attempt to explain it as a function of disempowerment, gender ideology, 

kinship and poverty. 

God’s will 

The notion of fate as a master plan from God intervened in participants’ perception of 

oppression and their capacity to act. They drew from nature and in particular 

experiences of domestic animals, to accept oppression as destiny (see related 

discussion Of jealous cocks and polygamous cats, page 240). For instance, in 

problematising the situation of the co-wives’ indifference to Nsangi: refusing to assist 

her when she was in labour, Zubeda, acting Nsangi, explained that had the nurse not 

been available to help her deliver, she would have just locked herself in the house and 

waited to die, as a woman, except if God intervened. She concluded that ‘After all a 

goat delivers alone in the wildernesses.’ In another incident, asked how he would 

respond if he was the girl being forced to marry, Zigizigi said:  

If you have fallen in a hole and you look up and there is nobody to throw you a rope 

you just keep quiet. Even if it’s a dog that has fallen in the pit, it will at first make all 

manner of noise but soon it gives up and goes to sleep (see Appendix 16:A45). 

Fatalism undermines women’s and men’s belief in their capacity to act on oppression. 

Owing to pervasion of suffering, some participants perceived poverty as inescapable. 

Freire posits that this ‘theme of silence’ is indicative of ‘the overwhelming force of 

the limit-situations’ (1994:87). This impairs the consciousness of the oppressed and 

they generalise oppression and appreciate their predicament as part of a community of 

fate. For instance, reflecting on the scenario of a poor family coming in to beg food 

from a relatively rich family (see Cycle Four, page 208) Agneta observed: 

the woman from the poor home was admiring the rich home thinking that they were 

very okay. Seeing the house looking good, she imagined everything inside was good … 

but what plucked her hair off was to find the other woman in a worse situation than 

hers ([GD: 4A: 040:161]). 

When the oppressed universalize oppression as inimical to women and as 

unavoidable, this leads them to compare their suffering. They find satisfaction in 

being in a less oppressive situation than other oppressed women. Thus, the less 

oppressed feel more fortunate. Women in such situations are inclined to feel content 
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with their oppression, in the knowledge some other woman is worse off than them. 

They will express gratitude to God or their oppressor for being better off than some 

other woman somewhere. This way of seeing can also be explained as ‘fear of 

freedom’ because of the risks associated with resistance and so women find 

satisfaction in maintaining the status quo (Freire, 1994:18). They do not desire a 

change in their circumstances: 

Eva: The home may have problems but what I appreciated was that the man comes 

back with food … for there are those who even come to beg from this home knowing 

well that at least there is some food. He may be drunk but at least he provides (food) 

([GD: 4A: 040:078]).  

Similarly when individuals experience one problem after another, this limits their 

appreciation of causality leading to conclusions that suffering is inevitable, 

unavoidable or even one’s calling.  This fatalism, according to Freire, draws from 

what he calls ‘a distorted view of God’ which happens when the oppressed ‘see their 

suffering, the fruit of exploitation, as the will of God’ (1994: 43-44). For example, 

some participants argued that the absence of a mother for Nsangi was not accidental 

but part of a scheme of fate; underscoring perseverance as inevitable. Participants, 

referring to the community’s destitution, mirrored in Nsangi’s situation, concluded 

thus:  

Christina: Nsangi had kisirani. God did not create her well. 

Zamilla: It appears God created her to suffer ([3B; 6: 156]) 

Tom: Nsangi ... is born to suffer with the world. (She is) born with curse of suffering 

… the problem is with her and she may never get better. It appears every problem 

keeps following her. She is a destination for problems. … ([5A: 12: 164]) 

Zamilla: It happens in life that you feel … as if suffering is your only chance in life 

([see Appendix 15:A41). 

Having been constituted thus, in a context where religion is strong and death is 

interpreted as God’s call, suffering is seen as God’s will. Women then wait for God to 

deliver them in life or through death as a solution to the suffering. Women and men 

embrace suffering in a spirit of resignation, seeking strength in perseverance, as can 

be illustrated here: 

Zigizigi: It appears as if this [poverty] is God’s gift to her. What she should do is to 

persevere and be strong. If you go through very difficult times you reach a point 

where you drop somewhere and say, ‘This is it! Let me bear it!’ ([5B: 13: 391]). 
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Motherhood and marriage 

The notion of women as mothers, nurturers and emotional leaders (Foreman and Rudi 

1997; Lips, 1991 and French 1981) is a key in the construction of fatalism. 

Participants often lost sense of causality in situations in which there was suffering and 

a mother was absent. The absence of a mother was explained as a cause and suffering 

the effect. The notion of mother as a nurturer also creates challenges for processes and 

individuals who may contemplate interventions that contradict it. Whereas women in 

the existential and representational contexts agreed that motherhood without resources 

to support the children exacerbated their oppression, they did not support abortion. 

For instance, Babirye, acting Nsangi, refused to marry her abuser.  Unlike other 

participants she also refused to deliver a child she could not support. She instead 

performed abortion. This turned out an unpopular option. She remained fidgeting 

awkwardly and apologetic. This was the first and last time abortion featured in the 

workshop (see Appendix 5:A14). However, even when women contemplate abortion 

as a strategy, motherhood presents as a militating factor - the fear that attempting an 

abortion may lead to childlessness in case God had ‘put in her only one child’ as 

Babirye explained ([GD: 4B: 023]). Thus, when motherhood is perceived as a 

vocation for every woman and central to womanhood, women will subsequently opt 

for post-natal interventions. Motherhood informed women's choices between 

perseverance and action often resigning to the latter.  

Participants, and particularly women in powerless situations, adapt to a ‘one-moment-

of-happiness-is-better-than-no-happiness-at-all’ attitude. For women, these moments 

were valued in relation to their status in marriage. A wedding informed how women 

perceived their relationship with men and responded to oppression in both the 

representational and the existential contexts. A wedding as signification of marriage 

was a moment most women said was worth living for in and of itself. Once women 

had hope, endurance was perceived as a challenge and perseverance as a strength one 

needed to achieve. This can be explained historically. With the introduction of 

Christianity emphasizing monogamy, polygamy was demonised as sin, leaving most 

women, in Africa’s predominantly polygamous relations, in illegitimate and 

ambiguous marriages. A church wedding held the promise of limiting sharing because 

it constituted those who were not wedded as living in sin and in case of co-wives, as 

illegitimate. The persistence of traditional values and poverty drives women to 
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dependence on men whose support they can hope for only in the status of wives. 

Women thus stay in polygamous relations hoping for the day when the husband will 

make up his mind to pick on her as the wife to wed - a sanctification of legitimacy 

(see related discussion of The patient girl 132-134). Thus, many women stay in 

impoverished or crowded marriages and persevere with this hope. This notion impairs 

women’s capacity to critically engage with oppression. For instance, Sarah blamed 

Nsangi’s sister in the scenario for spoiling Nsangi’s chances of marriage by taking her 

to school. In her view, it was better, ‘If she had left Nsangi at the father’s home, even 

though she was not going to school. She would have grown up, men would have 

begun admiring her, seen the Senga, introduced themselves, and brought (suitors) 

bride price’ ([GD: 5A: 176]). She argued that as a result of the engagement the suitor 

would have wedded her and that ‘even if it turned out that the marriage did not work 

out, at least Nsangi would have had one moment in her life that she enjoyed.’ 

The participants’ perception of a wedding as the pinnacle of women’s marriage 

informs their daily experiences and the meanings and value they attach to it. Sarah’s 

view (above) was corroborated in the next workshop during the routine beginning of 

the week reflections session. Maria, linking our workshop narratives to the 

community’s experiences, shared a story of a woman whose wedding she had 

attended over the weekend. The bride was the daughter of Nambogo a participant 

whose story provided a pretext for Nsangi (see also Sexual harassment page 142). 

Maria credited the bride for having been patient and persevering for 25 years in her 

relationship. That the man (groom) eventually, seeing that she had persevered made 

up his mind to wed her. Maria beaming, and apparently overwhelmed, said of the 

bride: 

She was an embodiment of all the issues and problems we have been exploring. She 

got pregnant and was sent to her parents … Nambogo had no means to support her …. 

She told her daughter to return to the husband and persevere. The daughter …found 

co-wives and they mistreated her. She went through the similar experiences to ones 

we are exploring ([5A/B: 13: 000]). 

Eventually she was wedded (see also Appendix 17:A46). Hence, when a wedding is 

perceived to constitute one into a wife - every woman’s vocation - this gives value to, 

and places perseverance as core to the experience (I call this fatalistic optimism). 

Abuse and oppressions are perceived as tests which real women must endure if they 
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are to triumph. In the context of Christianity and its morality of monogamy, valuing 

being wedded as a triumph over other women, compromises women’s critical 

capacity as they live hoping and waiting. 

Poverty  

Participants’ analyses linked poverty and pregnancy to forced marriage. Women 

participants persistently highlighted poverty as a constraint to the parents’ capacity to 

intervene in oppression. For instance, most participants acting Senga and Nsangi’s 

father, in the scenario, returned her to an abusive marriage on learning she was 

pregnant. They argued they could not afford the cost of care.  Tom acting the father 

said:  

Let her go to her husband and see how far she can push her misery.  

Namubiru: If I was pregnant, I would go back to my husband and leave everything to 

him (Appendix 16:A45). 

Poor parents and kin members were more supportive of girls who had delivered than 

they were of pregnant ones. As Kobusingye put it, if Nsangi were her daughter she 

would ‘accept the baby but not the pregnancy’ because ‘pregnancies have 

complications such as death ([5B: 13: 090]). 

Older women participants in the discussion were more inclined to an ‘external locus 

of control.’ In his oppressor/oppressed pedagogical schema, Freire has argued that ‘if 

individuals are caught up in and unable to separate themselves from…limit-situations, 

their theme of reference to these situations is fatalism’ (1994: 94). In his view 

awareness of underlying causes of oppression is key to conscientisation. However, 

when participants are limited in translating awareness to improve their circumstances, 

by constraints such as enduring poverty, they are more likely to lapse to fatalism. 

Women in particular resign to the dominant gender-role scheme in which dependence 

on a husband and marriage become central to action. Elsewhere, Freire recognises 

‘fatalism in the guise of docility’ being the fruit of an historical and sociological 

situation’ (Freire, 1994: 43). Women’s dependence can be explained in the post-

colonial relations of marginalisation that have made woman a primary victim of 

poverty. In extreme poverty women and men may use their statuses and roles within 

gender and kinship for survival (see Strategic dependency and subsistence sex page 

232), exploiting and oppressing girls under the guise of fulfilling their traditional 

roles. 
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Pregnancy and kinship  

Complications and costs related to births particularly of first children and underage 

mothers mediate participants’ intervention in oppressive relations. For instance, a 

participant in the scenario supported pregnant girls persevering in marriage till they 

had delivered the man’s baby. Culturally, pregnancy precludes relations, redefining, 

binding and spelling out obligations for the man as a husband to the girl (see related 

discussion: Poverty, kinship and defilement, page 77). This informed how men and 

women position themselves when negotiating premarital pregnancy. For example, 

during the community analysis of Nsangi, a woman, argued that ‘Nsangi has gone 

through many problems. She is pregnant. Let her marry’. Another woman agreed ‘let 

her get married to the man who impregnated her’. Thus, culture informs women’s 

self-perception. Social institutions like kinship are central to how women perceive 

marriage, their roles and response to oppression. For example, the definition of a 

child as a man’s, within kinship relations, interplays with traditional morality to 

engender a perception that a pregnant girl is a wife to the impregnator. This cultural 

gauze then binds her to the man. In the scenario Senga in Nsangi appreciated her 

niece’s situation, exploring interventions aimed at ensuring the marriage occurs. For 

instance, Bitu explained that on the niece giving birth: 

I would go to our husband [and say] ‘Your wife has given birth.’ I would ask for 

forgiveness for her wrongs (resisting exploitation by throwing husband in water) 

and request him to accept her back …  

Education, age and class 

Working with participants, particularly women of different educational backgrounds, 

age and class introduced challenges; at times the conflicting points of view energized 

the process, advancing analysis. This fostered learning, and revealed disparities and 

provided a window into the different worlds from which the women spoke and acted.  

Education levels and particularly the lack of it remained a crucial factor in women’s 

perception of action limiting interventions within the gender-role stereotype unlikely 

to provide self-sufficiency. For instance, the older and comparatively less educated 

women explained Nsangi’s oppression in the Senga’s failure to socialize her into 

appropriate gender roles (see Appendix 17:A46). For instance, Namujju argued that: 

The Senga should have instructed the niece on what she could do in marriage. Mwana 

wange, omukazi aluka kumukeka, omukazi aluka kukibbo, omukazi aluka kukitambala (My 
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child, a woman weaves a mat, a woman weaves a basket, a woman knits table 

clothes).  

The economic marginalization of these slum women, their lack of education 

(including cultural and historical marginalisation) skewed their way of seeing towards 

to traditional gender stereotypes and stressing deference empisa and perseverance.  

For instance, Eva was critical of Senga and father for: 

Not counselling and bringing her (Nsangi) up well. They just took her straight to the 

man. They ought to have counselled her about what it means to be married and what 

is expected of one (a woman): that a woman meets problems and she has to bear all 

that. … When Nsangi faces problems, she just goes off without being patient 

Appendix 17:A46). 

Drawing on the gender notion of women’s role as nurturers, women within this 

distorted consciousness used the way a senior wife performed her role to explain 

women’s oppression. For instance, Namiiro argued that ‘the problem with first wives 

is that they spoil the man completely and you who come later cannot repair him 

however much you try.’  As Freire notes, ‘their perception of themselves as oppressed 

is impaired by their submersion in the reality of oppression’ (1994:27; see also 

Chapter Eight on Survival and the double standard page 234).  

Scapegoating and the victim image 

Men exhibit sensitivity to narratives interrogating the myth of male sexual 

supremacy. The image of men as sexual leaders has been posited to limit men’s 

disposition towards ‘seek[ing] sexual information from others’ (London and Singer in 

Lips 1991: 116). Lips observes that this precipitates unease when there are ‘changes 

in the norm’ (1991:117). This can also happen if the norm is contested. Men, for 

instance, explained poor sexual performance in external phenomena. Inadvertently, 

by not acknowledging weakness, men denied women’s claim of sexual starvation. 

They attempted to perpetuate the myth of men’s sexual prowess. This motif of 

impotence, which women recurrently raised, is considered in detail in the Desire 

Chapter (see Sexuality communication and desire page, 198). Instead of responding to 

the issues raised - impotence, men advanced the victim image in the contexts of 

innocence and rights. For instance, Wakawaka said:  

I talk what concerns me …I had a relationship with a schoolgirl and she got pregnant. 

She was forced by her parents to marry another person, but the girl ran away and 
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came back to me. And as I talk now, she is with me. She is on the side (unofficial 

wife) … she is my wife … ([2B: 5: 234]). 

While some female participants argued that this was a case of defilement for which 

Wakawaka should be ashamed, he presented himself as a victim of a conspiracy to 

deny him his right. Men were overly defensive and tended towards a less holistic 

view, picking out those segments that directly related to and often challenged them 

(see also Sexuality communication and desire pp 196 for related discussion).  For 

example, in Nsangi scenario Zigizigi explained the oppression in the senior wife 

accepting to succumb to the husband’s rules (above), ‘Mukuma (the eldest wife) who 

began the habit of carrying husband and the other wives also fell in line; this made the 

man get used to it ([5A: 12: 034]). After which he then blamed Nsangi’s oppression 

on her refusal to obey the rules: 

If she had not thrown him in the water and persevered like the others she would 

have got peace. … She would persevere till the husband brings in a fifth wife to take 

over the load from her and then she would get rest ([5A: 12: 034]). 

However, centring woman as oppressed, like in the Isis experience (see Gender and 

agenda limitation page 69), may naturally have skewed the men towards 

defensiveness limiting their capacity for informed ‘reflection and action upon reality’ 

(Freire 1970:28). For instance, before advancing the bio-chemical theory of sexual 

compatibility to explain women’s claim that men did not sexually satisfy them, 

Hamza disapproved of women ‘talking and laughing about men who cannot run full 

circle’ ([2B:5:215]). Women had derisively chorused in laughter about men unable to 

perform. Male participants had uncomfortably shifted in their positions. This could 

partly explain why they responded through invalidation, mythicization and 

naturalization strategies leading to narrative closure.  

Within the context of Freirean dialogics, the function of the facilitator is to catalyse 

the learner’s reflexivity to facilitate a critical perception of their reality (Freire, 

1970:17). Anslem Strauss posits ‘generative questions’ (with multiplicative capacity) 

as helpful in precipitating interest and reflection about the subject of inquiry 

(1987:17). In action research, ‘trigger questions’ have been used as reflexive 

tools/prompts for ‘action, knowledge and learning’ (Cherry, 1999:13). Posing 

‘problematic questions’ of the ‘what if?’ kind were key to our exploration of action, 

bringing together action, observation and reflection simultaneously (see related 
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strategies under Crystallising scenarios of desire, page 228). This was through 

problem posing. The aim was to trigger reflection on ‘problems relating to 

themselves’ and their context in order to have them ‘challenged and obliged to 

respond to that challenge’ (Freire, 1994:62). This enabled the researcher to observe 

the nature of the alternative action it generated and how this reflected knowledge, 

learning and capacity for action – empowerment. However, evaluating the audio-data 

of Group B, I observed that the co-facilitator’s questioning, in some instances, tended 

towards narrative closure. The experience-based nature of inquiry through enactment 

and re-enactment posed challenges to questioning particularly between character and 

actors’ voices. There was a need for the inquiry to clarify when it sought 

understanding of how context informed action ([Zigizigi, GD: 3A:104]). However, 

often the participants would shift between the representational and the concrete 

contexts without signalling. It is a problem I too faced often. Reflecting on the 

Murewa workshop in Zimbabwe, Kidd (1985) highlights the need to ‘maintain a 

careful balance between pushing thinking forward, and building a popular control 

over the process - feeling that they are shaping the plays and making them reflect their 

thinking and creativity’ (Kidd, 1985:200). I observed a tendency for the co-facilitator 

to be tough on men. At times she was ‘interrogative’ and biased during dialogues 

relating to abuse and rape. She openly took sides with fellow women ([GD: 3A: 262 – 

264]). In one case I noted: 

Beat keeps prying too much at times … Possibly sympathy with fellow women is 

having a better part of her. …. She does not at times seem to listen to him [Zigizigi] ... 

This can be de-motivating especially to the male participants. It will be useful to 

acknowledge these voices and to lead the discussion forward. … I somehow 

understand the intention: to always pose a problem … to precipitate thought. But 

this will have to be made clear to participants at the beginning of the deconstruction 

of scenarios (Facilitator, Journal, Day 14).  

 

Where Zigizigi in particular presented as rebellious to female authority there were 

challenges for the facilitators. Because we wore multiple hats in the same situation, 

the role one assumed for instance as researcher at times conflicted with that of a 

facilitator. Participants’ voices would also shift from character to actor within a single 

action or situation without signalling. To attempt to streamline or provide a structure 
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for ordering the shift would deprive the experience of it dynamism. This apparent 

‘quagmire’ provided informative space for reflection and learning. See Breaking the 

Ground Chapter where I discuss the challenges I had setting up the project and getting 

a co-facilitator. This problem can be explained partly in having had little time to 

orient the co-facilitator. Women, being the more disadvantaged than men showed 

more interest in the dialogues. They sought to understand and explain situations and 

apprehend meaning causally. Freire (1994) and hooks (2000) argue that women as 

victims of oppression understand it better and are more disposed to engage with 

processes that empower them than their oppressors.  

At the close of Cycle Four of Perseverance I noted that Boal’s notion of ‘rehearsing 

the revolution’ may empower some participants to be more effective abusers, what I 

would call here - problematic empowerments (page 262). For instance, after a 

scenario in which participants rehearsed strategies for surviving rape. Whereas the 

women talked of having learnt life-skills, one male participant claimed he was so 

motivated acting the rapist: 

Wakawaka: I was inspired by my part. I have never done it (Laughs) …Pray for me 

that I do not end up in jail ([7A: 38: 183]). 

Although this particular male participant was often not in sync thematically, the 

context and particularly the subject were not trivial, raising challenges for the process 

and learning. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed how beginning with the participants’ experiences 

revealed the ideological basis of perseverance as gendered. I noted that there was 

male bias in how men perceived perseverance and that this marginalised women’s 

experiences. Perseverance was advanced through gender relations that led women to 

perceive it as strength and as their gender marker. I have also argued that social 

structures are instituted to enforce gender for non-compliant women and that older 

women play a pivotal role as cultural police. These ideological and structural 

instruments led to the perception of perseverance as normal and necessary, resulting 

in a culture of compliance, silence and victim blame. I have also examined how 

women’s actual experiences were of powerlessness and fear and that the incongruence 
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between their actual experiences and the ideology of perseverance led to self-blame, 

silence and limited the opportunity for action.  

I discussed how the process involved problematising silence by drawing on 

experience and that this revealed the prevalence of abuse and led to recognising 

perseverance as a problem. I have considered how this development led women to 

opening up and sharing experiences of rape. I have discussed that this process led to 

naming which enables new ways of seeing and positions participants to act.  I 

exemplified this by noting how participants were able to problematise hierarchical 

communication and negotiate it to improve parent-child communication to address 

girl-child sexual abuse. I also discussed the capacity of theatre as a laboratory for 

women’s empowerment through sharing, crystallising and practising life skills against 

perseverance and rape in the real world (see also Boal, 1995:44 and Ahmadu Bello 

collective 1982 in Desai, 1990:81). I have also considered how the process of acting 

on perseverance as oppression revealed the structural basis of oppression. This new 

awareness enabled participants to isolate the constituent parts of the relations of 

oppression and to act upon them. I argued that this led to learning problem -solving 

skills. It also revealed the social and cultural basis of dependency and the role of 

individuals and women in their oppression. This enabled them to rehearse strategies 

of empowerment. 

I concluded this discussion by highlighting how fatalism limited the capacity of the 

process and participants to negotiate perseverance. I argued that fatalism manifested 

when there was a failure to transform new awareness to meet existential needs. I 

argued that motherhood, marriage and kinship interphase with poverty to create 

futility and resignation to fate. I concluded by noting that privileging women’s issues 

may have led to female bias and that privileging women’s voices in the programme 

may subsequently have led to resistance from men.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

DESIRE 

Cycle One: Identifying desire 

Exploring desire through performing stories and experiences sought to problematise 

the themes that were articulated in Kintu. These themes had mainly affirmed gender 

stereotypes (see Chapter Six and Appendix 12:A35). This cycle which explored 

participants’ perceptions of women’s desire was significant for the research process in 

providing understanding of participants’ level of consciousness of desire. This 

provided a pretext for the exploration and deconstruction about desire. Women 

participated more in this cycle. Men’s contribution was limited. Desire perceived 

negatively was identified and explained mainly in the nature of women as 

temptresses, envious and weak minded (see Appendices 13:A38, 18:A51 & 19:A56). 

The nature of women as temptresses and envious 

Participants framed desire in marriage contexts and in particular its implications for 

women. Women perceived women as inherent seductresses whose desire was 

destabilizing to other women’s marriages. Christina presenting the group’s analysis 

said, ‘a woman admires your home and comes and does everything and takes your 

man’ (Appendix 19:A56). Participants used myths to advance their claims. As 

Christine explained further, ‘that is because she has desired your husband just like 

Nambi desired Kintu’ (Appendix 19:A56). Women’s desire as envy was also 

perceived as motivated by the intention to monopolise happiness and to cause misery 

of fellow women. Zamilla explained that ‘in feeling jealous she desires to spoil your 

marriage’. 

Gender-role perceptions were central in women’s conception of desire. Marriage and 

subsequently happiness were constructed within the gender-role frame of husbands as 

providers. Care was explained in terms of being fully provided for. This constituted a 

good marriage and home. How men did their gender was a tenet of women’s 

perception of contentment and desire. It was this that caused jealousy and 

subsequently envy, as two participants said: 

Maria: Some woman sees Maria feeding well, has something to drink, she is happy 

with her husband …. And so she moves to destabilize ([GD: 2A: 050]) 
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Jennifer: She could even ruin your home, not take your place but go back to hers 

(Appendix 18:A51). 

Thus the negative constitution of desire was informed by its perceived impact on the 

security of women’s marriage. 

Weak-mindedness – wanting easy things 

Notions of identity in political, economic and social transition have been of central 

concern in post-colonial Africa (Desai, 1990) with woman being used by society as a 

symbol of identity, a measure of morality and a field of cultural contestations. 

Women’s desire has also been explained in the development of alien (western) tests 

underpinning tensions of ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’. Informed by notions of 

traditional morality critical of women expressing their sexuality conspicuously, 

participants were critical of women’s ‘public displays’ particularly through dressing 

and other forms of beautification intended to attract men. They cited Kimansulo, a 

striptease entertainment adapted for local audiences. Elderly women and the men 

were particularly critical of such desire. 

Threats to traditional notions of authority deriving from seniority were also significant 

in informing the construction of women’s desire as negative. In this context, women’s 

desire was underrated as emotionality. Reason was constituted in girls/women 

conforming to traditional authority within seniority and kinship relations. Examples 

chosen to illustrate this interpretation of desire included the kind of marriage a woman 

was in or the type of lover she chose. Women’s perceptions were informed by a 

combination of factors including the gender-role notion of men as providers, and their 

capacity to perform gender adequately. This expectation linked with notions of 

marriage as vocation and the need for security of marriage. Participants were thus 

critical of desire likely to expose women to high-risk providers such as hawkers. 

These were considered nomadic earners with no fixed address whose station 

amounted to homelessness. To desire a man without a home was to exhibit 

problematic desire. Leticia referred to this as ‘some of the things we women desire 

show stupidity. You can have all provisions at home and a good husband and you 

leave these and begin a relationship with a servant’ (Appendix 19:A56). She 

illustrated this point with an example of a woman who lost a marriage on account of, 

‘forgetting that she had a home … and, besides she was a wedded wife’. And that 
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‘when the man came to hear of it and proved it, she lost the marriage and was 

‘suffering’ as a consequence (Appendix 19:A57). Desire for an easy and comfortable 

life was perceived as problematic because it was perceived to limit women’s capacity 

for rationality making them vulnerable to deception. Agneta explained it as: 

We women have wanted easy and quick things. You see a man in a [Mercedes] Benz; 

you do not know where it came from. .. He could even deceive you that he is going to 

marry you then you follow him and find yourself pregnant. Then he tells you that he 

cannot drop his family for you (Appendix 19:A57) 

In the deconstruction of perseverance, desire motivated by materialism was seen as 

risky. Instead women were encouraged to desire little, often marrying a man without 

means and then to persevere by working hard to produce wealth. Such mediated 

desire was perceived as positive because it fitted the woman within the gender 

stereotype of a nurturer and home maker - both of which call for perseverance. A 

woman who desires to enter an already made home was seen as taking a risk. Like in 

the notion of women as temptresses, desiring relations with no guarantee for the 

woman’s security was problematic and implied weakness of mind – not being able to 

think ahead ([GD: 2A: 205]). The negative construction of women’s desire was 

mediated by gender-role expectations and concerns for women’s security in marriage. 

Cultural construction of desire  

A woman’s marital security was mediated by notions of traditional morality, 

constructing desire likely to translate into infidelity as problematic. This perception, 

informed by the gender-role notion of husband as provider, defined and bounded 

desire. A woman who was provided for was perceived as having achieved woman’s 

ultimate desire and was subsequently expected to be contented (see also the test of 

perseverance, page 141). This constitution of desire was furthered by patrilocality 

through women leaving their parents’ home to go to a man’s home upon marriage. 

Desire perceived from the context of marriage as a vocation makes security of 

relationships paramount. The management of desire became important because it had 

implications for marriage. A woman’s desire was regulated by traditional 

desire/gender management structures. Elders played a pivotal role in counselling and 

directing their children’s desire. Desire not mediated by parental authority was 

perceived as deviant and potentially catastrophic.  
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Risks in relationships such as domestic violence and pre-marital pregnancy informed 

how women’s desire was perceived and qualified. Desire was acceptable if it was 

performed within similar, familiar, congruous and reciprocal cultural relations, as 

Zamilla and Christina observed: 

These days, people choose their spouses and then turn around to complain that the 

men are battering them (Appendix 19:A57). 

Zamilla: You can be advised … ‘the boy you love has no family and his background is 

not clear’.  It could also be that the boy’s cultural background or nationality is 

questionable (Appendix 19:A56). 

Dependence and vulnerability inform perception of women as temptresses and weak-

minded. This interfaces with culture in the negative construction of women’s desire.  

TfD’s capacity to problematise and ‘democratize the theatre space’ (Odhiambo, 

2001a: 89) and to activate ‘the popular voice’ (Kerr, 1991:68) owes to its potential to 

offer participants equal access to the space and valuation of individual voice and 

experience. This is what in effect Odhiambo refers to as subverting power in the 

constructs of status and hierarchies (2001:89). However, this capacity in itself does 

not automatically imply conscientisation. As Kerr observed ‘what rushes out may well 

be contaminated by the perverted clichés of a repressive ideology or by the fear to 

speak freely.’ Although this was said in a context critical of parroting ‘the received 

wisdom of political despots or development gurus’, Kerr’s argument is relevant in this 

context. Without the space being facilitated, it risks ‘people participating in their own 

mystification’ (1991: 68). Overall the participants’ perceptions of desire were 

informed by stereotypes about women’s nature. Freire has defined this level of 

consciousness as semi-intransitive. It is characterised by a lack of critical distance 

from reality to enable objectification and critical engagement (1970:36). Women’s 

self-perception amounted to the ‘othering’ of woman as an embodiment of negative 

desire. It underscored a need to engage with this stereotype in a deconstructive 

process to facilitate ‘structural perception’ (Freire, 1970). Cycle Two concerned itself 

with the next phase of this process: explaining contexts of desire. 

Cycle Two: Contexts of desire 

After naming and contextualizing desire, the process moved to exploring why women 

desired. For ‘to surmount the situation of oppression, people must first critically 

recognize [italics added] its causes, so that through transforming action they can 
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create a new situation, one which makes possible the pursuit of a fuller humanity’ 

(Freire, 1994: 29). In the context of this research, recognition was constituted as being 

able to link narratives to participants’ experiences and desire in praxis as a basis for 

transformative action. This research phase was also similar to the first phase of 

Freire’s two-phased model of the ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’; serving ‘to unveil the 

world of oppression and through …praxis commit participants to its transformation’ 

(1994:36). This is a subtle process of awareness creation (Odhiambo, 2001: 86) which 

in itself constitutes action. In this cycle, sub-themes of poverty and communication 

between couples were posited as correlates of desire. I discuss participants’ 

identification and deconstruction of men’s performance of gender and the role of 

sexuality and communication in the constitution of desire. I conclude with 

consideration of how women perform perseverance and influence outcomes through 

strategic and gendered management of desire.  

Men’s performance  

Participants identified poverty as a key factor leading them to desire; to have a 

change in their circumstances (see Appendices 18:A51 &19:A56). Women advanced 

feeding, dressing and body care as key motivations for desire. They expected their 

husbands to do their gender by providing for them. However, poverty often 

intervened affecting men’s capacity to fulfil their roles and when it did men were still 

held to account. In such situations women’s patience was tested as further illustrated 

below: 

 Zamilla: I tell you, ‘we need to eat meat’ and a month goes by and then another. I ask 

‘how about a dress for visiting?’ and you tell me, ‘My dear, we do not have [money].’ 

You keep telling me we do not have…  

Jennifer: How patient can she be with you? (Appendix 18:A52) 

This expectation is informed by the traditional perception of the ideal husband as one 

who is ‘hardworking’ and fends for his family (Potash, 1995:85). Thus, if he does not 

do his gender satisfactorily, this makes his wife vulnerable to other men with better 

capacity to perform their gender. This is exacerbated in conditions where women 

without skills and education mainly depend on men for survival. The husband is thus 

held responsible for leading the wife into temptation. Types of food such as meat 

were of dietary significance and their occurrence on the family menu are indicative of 

a man’s capacity. A man’s inability to do his gender was potentially problematic:  
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Christina: A man returns home empty handed and the wife looks at you and sees you 

as useless … while others enter carrying provisions you come in with nothing. The 

wife receives you with hostility. Such situation cannot make a happy marriage 

(Appendix 20:A60). 

These conditions function as desire-triggers as women explained: 

Zamilla: But you also know temptations particularly with respect to us women 

(Appendix 18:A52).   

Men, while acknowledging poverty as a limiting factor in their capacity to perform 

gender, blamed the nature of the environment they lived in for catalysing women’s 

desire. They argued that crowded housing made gender performances easier to 

compare. These conditions were often exploited by men with higher capacity to do 

gender. Zamilla, agreeing with the men, said some men tell wives of poor husbands, 

‘your marriage is an ill-fated journey. The man you have is taking you nowhere. Why 

don’t you adjust your thinking’ (Appendix 18:A52). Thus, both women and men 

explained desire in gender performance with expectations hinging on improved 

performance in terms of ‘eating well and looking well.’ Sustained inability to meet 

this expectation overstretched women:  

Zamilla: You may have been patient but you will realize that in actual fact you are 

going stale…. you are likely to find poverty has gone beyond the limit, persistent 

poverty. You will then say ‘my dear, I will not die folded. Let me have a change in my 

life (Appendix 18:A52). 

Marriage was seen as a journey and a man who committed himself to ‘husbandhood’ 

had the gender-role of taking the wife through it. During the post-production 

discussion of Enaku play after the community performance (see Appendix 21:A61), a 

male participant advised young men as follows: 

The play has a lesson…most especially for men. Every time you relax in providing for 

your home, you find problems…. If you are not sure, do not experiment with marriage 

(Appendix 21:A63).  

It was a man’s responsibility to navigate over obstacles, poverty inclusive. When 

poverty compounded a man’s capacity, the marriage was perceived as an ill-fated 

journey for the woman. The metaphor of the journey also recurred in women’s 

exploration of sex and impotence (see related discussion: Sexuality, communication 

and desire, page 198). 
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While the women considered love as important in marital relations, material needs 

were core to their explanation of desire. Thus if husbands did their gender 

satisfactorily, wives would not desire. Desire manifesting where these needs were 

presumed to have been met was negatively constituted. Desire in this case was 

constructed by need and gender-role expectations. Desire was also explained in 

maternity pressure, where woman’s worth was linked to fertility. This created 

pressure for accountability, where childbearing was core to a woman’s identity and 

security in marriage. Delay in conceiving was likely to lead women to desire men 

who could help them conceive. In the above contexts participants’ definition and 

appreciation of desire was culturally bounded within gender role expectations. In this 

context men were the active subject and women’s behaviour was contextualised in 

men’s capacity to do their gender. These conditions of poverty are both a class 

problem and signification of the marginalization of men and women living on the 

margins of urban areas, like Mulwadde II slums. These have been explained by failed 

postcolonial states, corruption and historical conditions skewed against the woman, 

leaving her more dependent on the man (see also on Traditional power relations, page 

17).  This gives rise to gender-role expectations with increased burden on man as 

provider. In a situation where the man has limited access to resources this undermines 

his capacity to do his gender by satisfactorily providing for his wives.  

Sexuality, communication and desire 

Lack of affection and poor communication in marriage were a source of marital 

tension driving women to desire. Jennifer, presenting the group’s analysis, highlighted 

women’s view that the lack of communication and affection in the home ‘tempts 

women… to look for a relationship outside to give her some peace of mind, to find 

space where her worries can get rest; someone who will show her love (Appendix 

18:A51). Women reported experiencing oppression through poor sexual 

communication from their men. The theme of erectile dysfunction was a shared 

concern with many women being critical of men’s unwillingness to acknowledge 

impotence and discuss it with their spouses. Frustrations arising from protracted 

impotence vis-à-vis the women’s sexual needs were advanced to explain desire: 

Jennifer: Men who cannot sustain their power and you start wondering, ‘my dear, for 

how long will I endure?’ 
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Namubiru:  having no self-starter and requiring to be pushed before you can ignite is 

also a problem … He only digs one yard  

Jennifer: He may not even be able do any digging (Appendix 18:A52). 

Women exposed a range of experiences with impotence, exchanged knowledge and 

educated each other on the breadth and shared nature of sexual starvation and how 

this informed desire. They also shared ways of knowing and communication on 

sexuality and the value they attached to communication about and in sexuality. 

Women’s associational forums and the mass media were key spaces in 

communication on sex and sexuality. The radio, socialization spaces including salons 

and women’s groups were vital informational and dialogue forums where women 

shared, learnt and reflected on men’s sexuality: 

Maria: The radios came. That is where you hear someone say; ‘Mm, can I tell you 

about mine … he is tick’. And that hits you because you could just be keeping quiet 

about the problem of your man. You have life, life you have. Yet your man cannot run 

full course. In a month he does it once…  

Bitu: It cannot even come to one in a whole month. He just sleeps 

Voice:  He could just make half (Appendix 18:A53). 

This failure to satisfy women’s sexual need caused them to desire and this they 

located in sex as a bodily need; what Maria explained, as, ‘to please your life’ 

(Appendix 18:A53).Like in the discussion of impotence (see Hamza’s biochemical 

theory of sexual compatibility page 202) there was much laughter from women as 

others filled in about dysfunctional engines. The male participants turned uneasily. 

Women, and particularly the elderly, were more open as others chipped in, 

constructing a mosaic of women’s experience of sexual frustration underscoring how 

impotence and men’s reluctance to share and discuss the problem with their wives 

was a source of frustration and subsequently desire. I quote one dialogue at length to 

illustrate this:  

Maria: Facilitator, he comes like this (mimics)… ‘Today, you will see me!’ … And soon 

after you have started and before anything, he is going kukukuku!- 

Bitu: Like a cock (laughter). 

Maria: You are left in suspense. ... ‘What do I do about this?’ Then you try to feel him 

but as you do this there is-?  

Chorus: No word from him! 

Voice: All you can feel is your man’s elbows 
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Maria: Then you will say, ‘Let me try some other place’. And the one time you go 

there, all your thirst will be quenched 

Voice: If only men could be open about these issues ([GD: 2B: 077]). 

Women thus explain desire in men’s impotence and a lack of reciprocal 

communication in male and female sexuality. When women felt frustrated and 

sexually starved, they desired satisfactory relations. Women used the metaphor of a 

journey to illustrate how they felt and may respond to unsatisfactory sexual 

performance: 

Namubiru: We could be travelling to Katwe and you abandon [italics added] me at 

the Queen’s Tower, (turning to women) will you have arrived? 

Chorus: No! 

Namubiru: Will I have completed? 

Maria: Only a quarter of the journey 

Namubiru: Why then don’t I go to one who will accompany me to my destination? 

(Appendix 18:A54). 

Sex as a journey required dialogic complementarity between sexes. However, women 

experienced situations where some men left them feeling betrayed and abandoned. 

Like in the situations of poverty and childlessness women would seek a more 

responsible or competent man to satisfy them. Thus, women contested the culturally 

constructed ideal of women’s needs, providing for them materially as enough. They 

posited emotional support, love, mutual communication and dialogic sex as crucial 

elements to marital relations. Thus, the framing of desire through planning, action and 

reflection enabled its redefinition from exploration of contexts of desire, to the 

appreciation of women’s circumstances as problematic. The stereotypical perception 

of desire initially constructed with a negative perception of women was being 

rethought; a process towards conscientisation. Freire (1970) has defined this stage in 

the development of consciousness as naïve-transitivity when learners ‘begin to 

visualise and distinguish what was not clearly outlined’ (1970:38). This, as I 

mentioned earlier in the Perseverance discussion, is often a development from the 

semi-intransitive consciousness.  

The responses of the participants were evidently gender particular with a clear 

polarity between the men and the women. Men tended to use gender-specific put-

downs to discredit women’s experiences fronting the myth of male virility and 



 

201 

dismissing women’s desire as deviant. Some also invalidated women’s forums of 

communication, branding their dialogues on sexuality as gossip and that this made 

women susceptible to men’s virility. For instance, Wakawaka argued: 

I fry food (lay a woman) and the woman goes and talks about it. That is rumour 

mongering, … telling her friend ‘my dear, my man is an expert at frying!’ and you [the 

man] wake up to find yourself frying all the women because she tells her friends 

about your skills at frying (Exclamations of disbelief from women participants) … 

these things happen my dear (Appendix 18:A51). 

Whereas women used a collaborative metaphor – the journey, signifying sex as 

companionship and a dialogic relation, men used a metaphor of control and 

domination. Wakawaka’s invocation of phallus as an all powerful ladle, constituting 

women as stir-fry vegetables and sex as frying women could be interpreted as an 

invalidation of women’s concerns and an attempt to reinstate the myth of male 

dominance. Men drew on gender ideology and negative stereotypes to invalidate 

women’s concerns as deviant:  

Zigizigi: You find that such a woman has left home, got a person on the side and 

someone who is of lower status than the husband. He could be homeless - just 

stranded. Yet at home she has everything, she has children but she leaves this 

because of a weak heart (Appendix 18:A51).  

The capacity for communication and authentic dialogue was limited once men drew 

from nature and gender ideology to explain women’s desire. Men’s explanations and 

claims could not causally explain women’s experiences. For instance, when asked by 

Jennifer to explain what caused a weak heart’ Zigizigi answered ‘it is the nature of the 

person, in my view (Appendix 18:A54). 

Zigizigi’s argument was premised on the cultural definition of women’s needs as a 

home, a husband and children. Within this understanding desire outside the traditional 

model is perceived as weakness and negative. Unlike women who initially began 

from the perception of women’s desire as inherently problematic and negative and 

moved on to deconstruct it systematically locating it in men’s weakness at the 

physical and communicative levels, men tended to recede to the stereotype and 

resisted dialogue on issues identified by women particularly on sexuality and 

communication. Despite women exhibiting a development in awareness, men were 

still at the semi-intransitive level of consciousness drawing on the nature and gender 
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ideology to explain sexuality and desire. The failure to acknowledge the problem, as 

women said men do in real relationships, presented a challenge for the process. There 

was difficulty in entering meaningful dialogue. This tendency of men to resist 

problematisation of their sexuality also manifested in the perseverance dialogues. 

They attempted to impose silence through ‘tabooing’ by enhancing such notions as a 

woman does not mention such things. Men also focused on parts of the narratives 

which they understood as critical of their sexuality. For instance, Hamza was 

concerned about Christina’s remark about men’s poor sexual performance as a cause 

for divorce. Christina had framed it as men not knowing ‘how to do things well’. 

Hamza used age, experience and nature advancing biochemical theory of sexual 

compatibility to invalidate women’s experiences: 

Hamza: There is what is referred to as ‘a man not marrying his wife’ … what is called 

compatibility in blood. You can stay 10 years in marriage and the wife that you have is 

not yours and likewise to the man. But once you get the one with whom you rhyme 

then you pair irrespective of whether he is poor or not poor ([2B: 5: 215]). 

Men’s reluctance to recognise and confront their sexuality and to acknowledge the 

experiences of women’s and men’s role in women’s sexual oppression can be 

explained in the gender ideology that prescribes women’s ultimate needs (home, 

husband, provisions and children). However, women’s experiences were at variance 

with this dominant traditional model of women’s needs. For instance, as Namubiru 

put it: 

Having three wives, you may not be satisfying me ... Not being able to satisfy causes 

women to desire and to have extramarital affairs ([GD: 2B: 121]). 

While men constituted marriage within cultural contexts of capacity to do gender, 

women valued it in qualitative experience by the individual women. Thus, women 

drew from their experiences to invalidate this ideology. Women’s analysis 

problematised the ideological notion of men’s power that manifested in the 

objectification of women in terms of the number of wives a man had. Man’s actual 

power as women experienced and valued it was affected by the number of wives a 

man had. It is this disparity between the ideological and the existential, between 

expectations and experience that caused tensions of incompletion and caused women 

to desire. This theme is developed further in scenario three, Domestic violence page 

220). I conclude this cycle with a discussion of how women perform perseverance 
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and strategically position themselves within the gender normative to advance their 

desire.  

Women performing perseverance  

Women often perform the stereotype of the persevering woman who faithfully 

endures sexual starvation no matter the oppression she experiences. This helps to 

perpetuate the illusion of the enduring faithful wife. In exploring the notion of 

faithfulness, some participants drew from this performance to explain deviance as a 

generational problem (see Appendix 18:A51). Mythicisation was used theorising 

‘women of long ago,’ as strong – persevering (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994). This notion 

expressed mostly by men was aimed to invalidate women’s problematisation of men’s 

sexuality. The ‘real women’ were perceived as enduring. However, women’s 

experiences were at variance with this myth:  

Zamilla:  Those women would not have voice. They were told that such things are 

not talked about. A man should not be caused shame. You cannot speak out about 

your husband’s weakness … You can seal my mouth but you cannot seal nature ([GD: 

2B: 132]). 

Thus, while women publicly performed the script of endurance they secretly sought to 

satisfy their human desire as Zamilla explained: 

This woman will go out and beget this child. Husbands of such wives would know 

that the child is not theirs and would give a name meaning such a child was not his … 

amongst us Baganda, names like Bisirikirwa, there are the Samanyas, we have 

Namalwa … Such names had meaning (Appendix 18:A55). 

Thus, men actively facilitated the construction of these appearances sustaining the 

illusion of self-denial as strength and the ideal of persevering women and of potent 

men. This illusion assumed the frame of reality. ‘Non-performing’ men under 

pressure to do their gender conspired with their wives and ‘able’ men to maintain 

appearances. 

Zamilla: you see a home where they are poor and wives seeming to persevere but in 

such situation there is always a problem … it may not be obvious to the ordinary eye 

but in such a home there is infidelity ([GD: 2B: 132]). 

Shame is a central feature in the construction of silence in perseverance and desire. Its 

construction is often aimed at protecting the man. In the case of sexual abuse of 

women as was embodied in Women do not mention such things, shame is advanced to 
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silence the women not to expose abuse. In the case of the impotence or sexual 

weakness of men, shame is advanced to protect the man’s image. 

Gendered performance of desire 

Women’s management of desire constructed and informed by dominant gender and 

sexuality ideology can be illustrated through women’s acts of seduction as carefully 

managed performance, when initiated by women. In traditional settings, the 

responsibility for choosing suitors was that of elders and particularly the Senga, (see 

also cultural construction of desire, page 199). However, in post-colonial settings, 

with the attendant social changes, women have been catapulted into new settings that 

challenge them to take action often for survival. They find themselves having to 

negotiate tensions of tradition and ‘modernity’ and doing seduction – a role originally 

not theirs. For example, whereas men were said to openly make their intentions clear 

to the women they desired, a woman in a similar situation had to choreograph her 

desire carefully through feminized acts of deference. Women often preferred men 

who could support them. One way of identifying such a man was from the way he did 

his gender - providing for his women. This was measured in the type of food he 

bought – meat; quantities - bunches of plantain as opposed to loose fingers (an 

indicator of poverty, see also related discussion, pages 196-203); the type of dress and 

how often his woman changed and how frequently he took her out.  

Women claimed a woman who desired a man so identified, would generally act shyly 

and vulnerably before him, often asking to be escorted. Another strategy was to 

exploit the notion of men as wiser than women. For instance, as Maria put it, she 

could tell the man: ‘There is something I would like you to advise me on’. Most 

participants agreed with Maria’s claim that:  

Most of them act shy and suggestively … And whenever the man passes by, even if he 

looks serious, the woman will instead begin behaving coyly…she giggles... ‘My dear 

you seem to be having a good time (with his girlfriend or wife). I wonder when you 

will ever take some of us for an outing’… and yet the man is serious. 

Zamilla said: 

These ordinary women will feign shyness by avoiding looking the man in the face 

directly, her eyes turned to the ground…mumbling things…and the man says ‘Why 

aren’t you paying attention to what I am saying?’… [And she will reply] ‘I have 

heard….’ that is her way of telling him that she loves him. 
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Girls therefore had to learn, rehearse, master and perform the script of vulnerability, 

acting powerlessness and as at the mercy of men. This boosted the man’s ego giving 

him the false feeling that he was in control. This strategy enabled women to influence 

the men. It was power over the man that enhanced her chances of realising her goals. 

By acting like they did not know what they wanted, men would be prompted to 

intervene to manage issues on behalf of women who never seemed to know what they 

wanted.  

A girl who departed from this script and attempted to seduce a man without giving 

him the false impression that he was the one seducing her was likely to disorient the 

man and limit the chances of realising her desires. Her character, morality and health 

could be suspect. Her motives may be questioned or in some cases she may be 

physically sanctioned. While participants agreed that it was partly a generational 

problem, and that contemporary girls seduced men more openly, they said women 

generally have to manage their desire more carefully. For instance, Leticia talked of 

her son who assaulted (slapped) a girl that had directly stated that she desired him 

([Grp1 8A 382]). They argued that because of cultural limitations a disabled man, often 

viewed in low regard by the able bodied, could propose to the most beautiful girl and 

yet she was not expected to make advances towards him. She would be called an 

enemy, a sick woman who knows her HIV status and wants to kill a man. If the man 

was rich, they said, he could suspect such a girl was in league with robbers, most 

likely, lurking in the background ([GRP1: 8B:002]). 

After ‘winning’ the man, the woman had to act ‘not easy to get’ by shifting the 

responsibility or the lead for seduction to the man, to manage her anxiety and 

excitement carefully and to act ignorance and naivety. This was done to fit the 

stereotype of men as being more sexually experienced and the active subject in the 

sexual relationship and women as inexperienced and naïve. For example, while 

developing the plot of  Enaku, women argued that after agreeing to go and have sex 

with her friend’s husband John, Mrs. Musoke should not take the lead in suggesting 

the location for the act. ‘Let her not suggest the hotel’, they argued. And even if he 

named a hotel she knew, they insisted she should pretend that she had not heard of it 

or even know of its location. This they said would guard against the man thinking she 

had ever been to a hotel which would imply that she sleeps around - a loose woman. 
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And indeed in the scenario, when John suggested the Sheraton Hotel, Mrs. Musoke 

loudly wondered whether it was a take-away hotel, implying she was so naïve that she 

could not tell the difference between a hotel and fast-food outlet. The character, John, 

showed such amusement chiding that she must be so under exposed. This fired his 

ego as he talked to the woman patronisingly. Thus, as long as women learnt to 

perform desire well and to give men the impression that the men were in control, then 

women had better chances to have their desires realized. 

Cycle Three: Framing desire 

After the explanation of contexts for and of desire, the process moved to 

problematising the constraints that were identified in Cycle Two (poverty, jealousy, 

sexuality and communication) in dramatic form. In Freire’s dialogics the primary task 

for the ‘codifications’ should be to ‘represent situations familiar’ to the participants to 

enhance identification (1994:95) and in a manner that ‘transforms what was a way of 

life in the real context’ in representational form to facilitate ‘analys[es of] aspects of 

their own existential experience represented in the codification” (Freire, 1970:15). 

Participants developed six situations, identified the central conflict in each and 

developed the narrative in frozen image. The central moment was then developed into 

a single picture, (except for image two) and presented for analysis. Unlike Nsangi 

Group that proceeded from personal narratives, I chose this form of codification for 

the Enaku Group. This was partly informed by exigencies pertaining then.  

This particular group had some domineering participants with a prescriptive approach 

to theatre-making. Establishing a relationship of genuine dialogue as a precondition 

for participatory learning (Freire, 1994) was a challenge that had to be negotiated. 

Many writers, critical of limitations of this feature, typical of earlier TfD approaches 

in Africa, have argued for a more ‘genuinely dialectical pedagogy’ (Desai, 1990:74). 

At the beginning of Cycle One there was a need to devise a contextually specific 

approach to enhance participation. One strategy I adopted was to split the group into 

six units corresponding to the six situations identified, with each group working 

cooperatively to develop the images. The use of images was also partly aimed at 

limiting narration and focusing on the central action. Wordiness has been a central 

concern for a number of performance workshops in Africa (see Desai, 1990:72). I 

associate this with Africa’s orate culture and cyclic and elastic perception of time. 
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Secondly I sought to introduce participants to other ways of thinking, making and 

presenting theatre, a method they had not used before. This partly arose in response to 

participants’ expectations at the beginning of the workshops - learning other ways of 

making theatre. Beginning with images of the central moments (frames), these were 

significant in subsequent Cycles: developing the scenarios into the play Enaku.  In 

this cycle I present descriptions of the moments of desire that were presented in the 

form of still images. Cycle Four then discusses participants’ deconstruction of the 

images in reflection. 

Images of desire 

Image One: (Acted by a man and two women). A man and a woman smile at each 

other as they walk holding the other by the waist. Another woman in the background 

stares with longing ([GD: 3B: 292]). 

Image Two: (Acted by women) Part 1; a man holds heavy shopping in his hands. A 

smiling wife on her knees stretches out her hands to receive the bags. A distance from 

them, another woman, arms akimbo, looks on with jealousy. Part 2: (Acted by 

women) Woman walks indoors with the provisions in her hands. Behind her, the 

jealous woman kneels, her hands stretched out to the man. She has a smile on her 

face. The man, towering over her, smiles down. ([GD: 3B: 293]). 

Image Three: (Acted by women). A Man offloads the boot of his car. His wife 

receives provisions as they smile at each other. In the background a mother and 

daughter look on with sad and hungry eyes ([GD: 3B: 312]). 

Image Four: (Acted by women) a man faces a woman pointing at her with an 

aggressive finger. The woman, standing, makes a face at him, pointing back into his 

face.  

Images Five and Six explored the theme of domestic conflict and desire for love. 

Themes of poverty, poor communication and jealousy (derived from the preceding 

cycle) were dominant motifs in these images. It was mother and her daughter through 

whom desire - for food and a good life, was presented. A woman envied her 

neighbour who was fully provided for by the husband. This was matched with images 
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of happiness; smiling faces and laden hands. Poverty and misery were thus juxtaposed 

with care; providing food for the family and happiness in marriage.  

Cycle Four: Thawing the frames of desire 

Cycle Four involved dramatic exploration of these images through scenario 

development by adding dialogue. I have thus called this cycle thawing frames of 

desire. It was followed by decoding of the scenarios through reflection. Participants’ 

analysis correlated situations to their experiences as men and women limited by 

poverty, poor communication, and jealousy. It was not my original intention to add 

dialogue to the frames immediately. However, the participants’ decodification 

revealed a fragmented understanding of the codifications and thus they had difficulty 

in apprehending the reality. Dialogue was added to help participants ‘get a total vision 

of the context in order [to] achieve a clearer perception of the whole (Freire, 1994:85). 

In this cycle I discuss participants’ exploration of the theme of marital gender 

relations and responsibilities and how communication and gender performance 

informs domestic violence and leads to desire. I conclude by considering variations of 

women and men’s perception of these issues. 

Themes of poverty and envy were developed further in scenario two. The ideal 

woman was the housewife who waited at home for the husband to return with 

provisions for the family. Such relations were framed as happy, communicative, 

supportive and loving. Poverty was framed as leading women to desire comfort. Its 

centrality was developed further in this scenario where the woman seduces a Mr 

Busuulwa by first persuading him to leave his wife and then offering to be his woman 

as well (see Appendix 8:A21). 

The theme of communication was elaborated in scenario three which explored a rich 

family lacking in affection. A husband is fed up with a wife who could not do her 

gender: meeting him as he enters the home and taking his bag. He accuses her of 

disrespect and threatens to throw her out (see Appendix 8:A22). While the man 

demanded respect, the wife expected him to earn it through satisfactorily doing his 

gender. He attempted to assert his authority by compelling the wife to demonstrate 

respect through gendered acts of deference. Poor communication between spouses 

was advanced. While scenario three stopped at a woman challenging the man to a 
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conflict, in contrast scenario four introduced the theme of domestic violence (see 

Appendix 8: A22). 

Domestic violence as emanating from poor communication was framed as a cause for 

women desiring relations of love and peace. Harmony in marriage was constructed 

around a man who provided for the home. In all the scenarios, the female characters 

were housewives. Where a husband did not do his gender, this affected 

communication and caused conflicts, self pity, conspiracy, abuse and feelings of 

betrayal. This led to desire. Unaccompanied women were presented as needy and 

miserable. These themes were explored through juxtaposition of lived and desired 

situations as exemplified in scenario five (Appendix 8: A22-23). 

Gendered perceptions: how women and men read framings of desire 

This section considers participants’ reading of the images created in Cycle Three and 

scenarios from Cycle Four. Codification of participants’ experiences helped enhance 

identification of the theoretical context as a representation of their existential reality. 

Participants’ correlated the scenarios to their situation of poverty and desire.  

Tom: That situation of the rich man opening the boot of his car gave me a picture of 

our environment in the slums. We live in close single-room houses. You boil beans 

while your neighbour is frying chicken. What follows is that your children run to the 

rich man’s place, even your dog will desert your home for where there is chicken 

(much laughter).  

Leticia: Even your cat defects ([GD: 3B: 8: 378]). 

Participants’ analyses of the images in Cycle Three and of frames in Cycle Four were 

observably less detailed as manifested in the deconstruction of narratives (see related 

discussion of ‘surface structure’ level of decodification page 171). Apart from the 

women who participated in the coding and presentation, they engaged less in the 

decodification. This could be attributed to the abstractness of picture performance that 

focused on moments; the snappy frame duration, participants’ story-based 

performance background, and men being more confident. Only one woman discussed 

the images. However, she was more accurate in her interpretation and engaged with a 

range of themes drawn from most of the scenarios. She understood Image two as 

being of a needy woman behaving vulnerably towards her friend’s husband in order to 

befriend the man and be provided for.  
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Unlike the woman who attempted to read and causally explain the pictures, men 

tended to isolate moments or part of the picture and patched them together to create a 

narrative with no recourse to causality. Alternatively they combined unrelated images 

from different frames or drew from incidents outside the pictures to construct a 

narrative. This was in the context of the dominant gender ideology about the nature of 

women. For example, Tom (himself living positively with AIDS) focused on the 

physical state of the actress in Image one - (she had full-blown AIDS and was thin), to 

say:  

One of the women was looking miserable while a couple next to her seemed happy. … 

and this seemed to make Namata) more miserable in her loneliness. Her life was 

miserable possibly there is something that did not go well in her life or she had some 

illness ([GD: 3B: 264]). 

Men drew from gender stereotypes to make sense of the scenarios. Women on the 

other hand used the images and frames to explain contradictions between experience 

and gender stereotypes. Hamza’s reading was of women as quarrelsome and always 

conflicting amongst themselves while Zigizigi was negative judgmental and 

stereotyping of women (see also Cycle One page 192): 

Two women met a very rich man and they stared at him proving how women can 

desire good things. ... I just wonder what is inside us that leave the women so 

helpless. As for the other pair (another image) it seemed like they wanted to take 

someone’s husband and so she had to confront one of them. That is what I saw; these 

women desired the dumb man because of his money ([GD: 3B: 274]). 

When men did not understand, they still drew from stereotypes to explain women’s 

behaviour. Invalidation, stereotyping and discrediting was apparent in their 

interpretations. While abstraction through images limited participation and often 

evoked understandings that were not originally intended, freeze framing narratives 

offered multiple possibilities of interpretation and provided understandings of 

participants’ perception of gender and desire. Zigizigi’s reading stood out as 

particularly representative of this tendency; a male bias in interpretation of desire. 

Zigizigi focused on women as inherently desiring, and because the pictures were still, 

he read the ‘male’ character as dumb but other silent characters as money hungry 

(there had been no imaging of money).  
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In choosing a dumb character, in a social and cultural context where the dumb (called 

Kasiru- stupid) do not share the same social status as the ‘able’, Zigizigi attempted to 

advance the stereotype of women as capable of going with ‘anything’ as long as ‘it’ 

has money. Here he located and qualified women’s desire. It is the same problematic 

that informed and limited his reading of all other episodes, doing it out of context. His 

interpretation was culturally constituted building on the notion of man as provider and 

women as temptresses inclined to free things and an easy life (see page 193). This 

context informed how he saw men-women relationships in performance, leading him 

to combine different and often unrelated images to construct his narrative.  

In the deconstruction of scenarios built on images, which Zigizigi responded to 

(above) men focused on scenario two in which a woman seduced a friend’s husband. 

Three distinct responses emerged. One drew similarities between men and women in 

desire but read it differently for men and women. For example, Tom, said, ‘there is 

problem of desire on woman’s part and weakness on the man’s part’ ([GD: 7A: 012]).  

Wakawaka warned of the dangers of women associating and the need for men to 

monitor the relationship between women (co-wives). He perceived cooperation 

between co-wives as motivated by adulterous desires and appealed thus: ‘fellow men 

beware of wives being close’ (Appendix 20:A60). He furthered Wakawaka’s notion 

of women as naturally disposed to irrational desire. Zigizigi selected the character that 

encoded destructive desire, motivated by envy and jealousy (see scenario two page 

217), to generalize: 

Zigizigi: what I have learnt from the play is that all women, except my mother, desire 

a lot. … All she needs is to see a neighbour coming in carrying something really little, 

and [she] will be completely overcome. By the time she wakes up to realise that you 

two could have worked to get your own things, you will have got another woman 

with whom you can persevere and build your own, while she will be in the cold. 

Women cannot persevere (Appendix 20:A60). 

Thus, desire not tapered by perseverance conflicted with the traditional notion of 

desire and was indicative of simple mindedness. Tom’s reading of desire as female 

and weakness as male showed a gendered bias belying the notion of men as strong. 

Men used language selectively to explain similar experiences of desire for men and 

women. They also sought to invalidate associational relationships between women by 

invoking the outlaw notion of woman as whore (French, 1981) making it legitimate to 
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regulate women’s sexuality. What was apparent in the dialogues at this point was that 

while women were beginning to apprehend structural relations through deconstructing 

myths and ideological constructions of desire articulated in Cycle One and to some 

extent in Cycles Two and Three, men were less disposed towards engaging with the 

issues. This could be explained in their using gender stereotypes as a frame of 

analysis.  

Participants who drew from gender-role ideology were less likely to engage 

dialogically with emergent meanings and interpretations drawn on experience. 

Drawing from gender ideology caused a schism de-linking thought from action. This 

limited critical thinking, authentic dialogue and interpretation to ‘surface structure’ 

(Freire 1970). Thus, men’s analyses defined by prescriptive closure tended to stagnate 

the process and offered no new understanding of the phenomena under discussion. 

And as Freire observes, ‘true education’ is dependent on ‘communication’ which in 

itself is a pre-requisite for ‘dialogue’ (Freire, 1994:73-74). 

Cycle Five: Problematising and deconstructing frames of 
desire 

This cycle moved the process into developing the scenarios of desire. Once the 

context was agreed on, participants improvised action and dialogue drawing from 

personal resources, and responses of other actors to explore desire. Analysis focused 

on how each participant responded in role and why. This created productive liminal 

space participants responded as they would in real life.  

Whereas in preceding cycles (Three and Four) six scenarios were presented, in the 

subsequent phase, these were narrowed down to three through amalgamating 

thematically linked images. In this phase, participants continued replaying the scene 

building on their analyses, exploring alternative situations and meanings. Freire 

observes that ‘by stimulating “perception of the previous perception” and “knowledge 

of the previous knowledge,” decoding stimulates the appearance of new perception 

and the development of new knowledge’ (1994:96). 

In this section I focus on three scenarios. In the first, a hungry woman in tatters waits 

for a husband to return with some food after a long absence. He enters with a younger 

woman to replace her (draws on Images One & Two of Cycle Three, page 207; see 
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also appendices 8:A21 &11:A29). In the second, co-wife violence is presented and in 

the third: a rich family are visited by a poor neighbour with her daughter. Before they 

beg for some food, a conflict between the rich couple forces them to flee (an 

amalgamation of images 3 and 4). Each scenario focused on a different but related 

context of desire.  

Scenario One: women fighting for survival 

A wife laments her destitution. She complains of starvation and blames her husband 

for starving her. The husband enters with another woman and a confrontation erupts 

between the women (Appendix 11:A29). Whereas polygamy in traditional society 

was economically supported by women, in post-colonial settings of deprivation 

women draw on culture to validate polygamy as a strategy for survival. For instance, 

in the scenario the new woman in the scene, informed by a traditional frame where 

polygamy is ‘normal’, accuses the man’s wife of attempting to monopolise a man. 

The other wife blames her for invading her space. She fights because her survival 

depends on the outcome of the conflict. The underlying tension in this context is 

poverty and dependence on man. 

In a traditional context marriage was not defined by conjugality alone (Sudarkasa, 

1996:78) and values of cooperation and ‘bonding’ between wives were structured 

within family and social relations. This ensured economic independence and provided 

‘safeguards against male domination and female destitution, (Steady, 1996:6). 

However, the post-colonial social transformation undermined these structures and 

made women vulnerable. Polygamy has become a liability and often leaves the older 

wife with little or no support (Appendix 11:A29). Besides being economically 

unsustainable (McAdoo & Were, 1996: 158 and Ogundipe, 1994:78) poverty 

transforms polygamy into an insecure relation for co-wives. Later I discuss how wives 

of poor men who cannot afford polygamy are more vulnerable than those of men who 

can.  

Replacing the off layers 

The devaluation of woman by these conditions has been through undermining status 

symbols such as seniority/age traditionally a source of status and power (Potash, 

1995:78; Coquery-Vodrovitch, 1997:16 and Steady, 1996:6). Age as an asset that 



 

214 

most dependent and uneducated women often rely on, becomes a liability as woman’s 

use-value diminishes with a fall in reproductive capacity. For example, in the scenario 

above where the man throws out his wife, Wakawaka, the actor explained his decision 

as follows: 

Wakawaka: The condition of this one (wife) has deteriorated … If we are using a 

weighing scale the rating is now in favour of this woman I have come with. 

Facilitator: What about you, haven’t you also got old? 

Wakawaka: Can a man get old? I am like a snake; every often I moult, shedding off 

the old skin all the time. I have to keep renewing myself… You see with a man’s life… 

A man does not grow old, even at the age of 80 years, he is still capable of producing 

(Appendix 11:A29-30). 

Unlike in traditional settings where women had more security, living with husbands 

within the extended family in reciprocal relations with women’s own spheres of 

autonomy, (Potash, 1995:76; Steady, 1996:5; and Sudarkasa, 1996:78), in the slum 

areas, the man’s power over the woman has increased. The man may act unilaterally 

because he pays rent (see survival and gender sensitive plotting, page 230); he owns 

the home and decides who lives with him (see Appendices, 9:A24; 11:A29 & 

21:A61). Age, declining fertility and the absence of traditional family support 

systems isolated women and made them vulnerable and powerless. It is also a class 

problem. However, although they still drew from the patriarchy, poverty compounded 

their situation. Men living in the villages can afford separate accommodation for extra 

wives elsewhere. Similarly, the richer men in urban areas can afford many women 

and can support them in different locations. However, the poor men in the slums 

created separate spaces for a new wife by evicting the older one.  

Wakawaka: I brought this one to show her the home she would be coming in to 

replace somebody else 

Facilitator: While the other woman is there? 

Wakawaka: Yes, I was going get her out of the home 

Facilitator: Is that possible? 

Wakawaka: These things happen my dear… and you tell her, ‘get going, your time is 

up’ (Appendix 11:A31). 

Poverty and the expectations of being seduced 

Women’s feelings were directly linked to their expectations - reconstructed within the 

gender role regime. A woman without a husband sought a man who could provide for 
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them (see page 204 on the rationale women use for choosing a man). All women who 

acted the girlfriend reported feeling happy that at last they had got someone to look 

after them first and foremost and then hoped they would be the only wife.  As 

Namata, acting the girlfriend explained; ‘At first I was very happy. I had got a boss 

who would help me in my problems; he was taking me to his home (Appendix 

11:A29). Another participant, Christina said:  

When you are being seduced it is like having a new lease of life. You would know 

that you have been bailed out of hardship… But it comes as a shock when you find 

that your friend did not tell you the truth… your expectations have fallen apart and 

you find yourself hopeless (Appendix 11:A33). 

Most of these women in the slums are poor semi-illiterate with limited employment 

opportunities. They are more steeped in traditional values and have limited 

opportunities as dependants. Men draw on culture, patriarchy and poverty to oppress 

them further. Women’s dependency is thus rooted in socio-cultural, neo-colonial 

economic relations that have deprived and marginalised the poor especially the 

women. This creates conflictual relations of survival for the fittest. As Namubiru 

explained: 

Something like that happened to me …I had children … when my husband befriended 

another woman. … at home I would be without food … I suffered so much that one 

time I decided to pack my things and go back to my parents. But my sister in-law 

advised me not to…  (Appendix 11:A33-34). 

Competition between the women is often over care. One who is cared for more is 

perceived as the more powerful. Namubiru (above) said ‘whenever this woman 

…would pass me, she would exclaim: ‘Dear me! Salongo’s pussycat that lives on 

meat and milk. Without meat and milk how would I survive?”’ (Appendix 11:A29). 

In a contest of dependency, being provided for could also signify power. Total or a 

greater degree of dependency is often wielded by the favourite woman as a point of 

strength and as a psychological weapon against those from who support has been 

withdrawn. Dependency is contrasted with deprivation in order to humiliate and claim 

supremacy. This escalates into physical confrontations as a desperate strategy by the 

less supported dependant to eliminate competition (Appendix 11:A30). 

These experiences are prevalent in their community corroborated by a participant the 

following day during the reflections session. (Appendix 24:A69). When women fight 
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over men it is often a fight for survival. Incomers want to survive and insiders want to 

safeguard the husbands’ support. It is in the role of wife that they can lay claim to as 

the official dependents and expect his commitment as provider. For instance, probed 

about why she fought with the man’s lover in the scenario, the actor responded as 

follows: 

Namata: I was fighting for my home. … When I flash a torch ahead, I see no way for 

me; I have nowhere to go so I have to tie myself on this man. ... I was feeling like my 

wires were loose. Even if it meant killing the woman, I would strangle her. 

Facilitator: eh! 

Namata: Yes, it happens 

Facilitator: And if she dies? 

Namata: That is at least something. You will be sure that that is one mouth less 

(Appendix 11:A31). 

Most female participants said if they were the wife at home, they would fight to their 

death. Christina said: 

If I am the wife at home who is going to beat the other woman, I feel very happy and 

will face you (her) to demonstrate that I am the one in the home and I am still able. I 

will give you such a beating that you will go away happy (Appendix 11:A33). 

So women did not fight for men. They fought for survival. Wives resisted polygamy 

because it threatened their survival, while single and unsupported women outside 

‘formal’ relationships supported polygamy and were critical of a woman who 

attempted to claim and monopolise a man. However, it was not because they 

necessarily believed polygamy but that it was in the status of a wife that they could 

qualify to claim support as recognised dependents. Marriage was valued as a source of 

livelihood. Women reported feeling ‘miserable’. They described themselves as mud 

beneath the man’s feet (see appendix 11:A29). They felt used. However, because they 

depended on the man for survival, they focused on physically resisting the new 

woman to death. 

Brecht considered the artist’s essential role as ‘not in showing true things but in 

revealing how truly things are’ (Brecht in Boal, 1979:112). Codification and 

performance of experiences are central and recurring features of the process. Cycles 

of reflection helped to reveal poverty as a dominant constraint. Freire has argued that 

new understanding of the phenomena and how they interrelate – the deep structure is 
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unveiled in this process (1970:15). In this phase, as a second level of decodification, 

new understandings are unveiled as new knowledge and constraints are revealed. For 

instance, survival emerged as central to women’s experiences of oppression and 

desire. The notion of desire as jealousy, premised on envy (Cycle Two above), was 

beginning to be reinterpreted. Deprivation and survival were taking centre stage. The 

notion of man as naturally more rational receded and the problematic man began to 

emerge. The process was beginning to destabilise stereotypical frames of desire. This 

transformation towards how things ‘truly are’ experienced by women derived from 

continuous recycling of experiences of desire. 

Scenario Two: co-wife violence 

Like scenarios One and Three, this cycle focused on performers intervening into 

action, exploring alternative ways of dealing with constraints and experiences related 

to desire. It built on scenarios discussed in the preceding section and focused on 

tensions of husband sharing. It drew on notions of women as envious, inclined to ruin 

other women’s marriages and the struggle over man for survival. In terms of narrative 

development, the original situation was maintained - a woman desires her friend’s 

husband (see Image Two: Part 1, page 207 and scenario three, below). Having moved 

from the semi-intransitive level of awareness, participants were in the process of 

exploring the deeper structural relations of desire as a socio-cultural construct. 

Participants now explored links between jealousy and poverty. The perception of 

woman as naturally envious was discarded through the transformation of the 

protagonist from the rich to the poor women. This also manifests participants’ 

development in awareness through identification with the protagonist. The scenario 

problematised the poor woman seducing the husband of her friend where she went to 

beg food. A neighbour saw the man take her to a lodge and alerted the wife.  

Participants intervened in the action from this point. About nine interventions were 

enacted. The staging focused on the story and the scene changes were snappy; 

seduction, appointment, wife being warned, man and lover meeting at lodge and the 

confrontation.  

Acid attacks 

The wife attacked the couple, disfiguring the poor woman’s face with acid. The man 

fled the scene. The second woman to intervene in the scenarios also, did not attack the 
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man. She focused on the woman instead. The third actor used sticks and stones 

against her treacherous friend and told onlookers ‘I have caught this woman with my 

man.’ The crowd, all women participants, expressed horror that a friend could attempt 

to snatch another’s man (appendix 11:A29). The fourth woman to intervene told the 

whistle blower who had tipped her of the affair, ‘If they are in a lodge, let them be…I 

have my peace. God saved me from all problems. I am a saved woman’. She, the 

character, went home to pray.  

The notion of woman as a seductress and treacherous was developed further. Men 

involved in extra marital relations were perceived as simply responding to the 

seduction of women. Women who intervened, therefore, either resigned to prayer as a 

coping mechanism – fatalism - or they focused on eliminating the other woman who 

was seen as the problem. The strategies involved violence - body mutilation. Three 

things could explain this. One explanation is women’s notion of women as 

seductresses - which was tapered by women’s own experiences of betrayal by close 

friends (see discussion below); secondly, it could be explained by poverty: when a 

woman had an affair with a friend’s husband the wife interpreted it as a ploy to steal 

her livelihood. The third explanation is that the men are naturally disposed to sex. 

Thus, the responsibility of refusing or controlling the man’s desire was the woman’s. 

She too was expected to manage her desires. Where it resulted in a relationship that 

was deemed inappropriate, the woman took responsibility.  

Women’s history intervening in their action 

Responding to the scenarios, neither the men nor the women were critical of the 

husband. They were sympathetic with the wife and focused more on relations between 

the wife and her friend to argue that the friend betrayed her by loving her man. They 

considered it a hostile act to love a friend’s man: 

Bitu: Everybody was seeing her desiring another’s husband. The informer had to tip 

her friend so that they find a way of separating that woman from the other’s man 

(Appendix 20:A58). 

Participants were less inclined, at this point, to explore motivations for the affair by 

the poor woman. In this case betrayal was central to women’s choice and support of 

the strategy of using acid attack. Bitu explained: 
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I would not like my friend to love my man. That is why I acted the role of the 

informer with enthusiasm. If it was another woman I could forgive but not my friend 

(Appendix 20:A59). 

Whereas Freire (1970) defines the failure to gain critical distance from the objective 

reality as symptomatic of semi-intransitive consciousness which limits the learner to 

surface interpretation, participants’ past experiences mediate in their capacity and 

disposition towards reflexivity. This factor informed how they initially positioned 

themselves in situations where their husbands were involved. Most of the women 

critical of ‘husband stealing’ and who supported acid attack had shared stories of 

suffering as a result of their friends taking their men. Namubiru had given a testimony 

of how her friend had loved her husband (see page 215). A friend had tipped her. 

Namubiru said she attacked the woman, and ‘we had a good fight, blow to blow’ 

(Appendix 20:A59). 

Apart from what Namubiru advanced as ‘fighting for my man’ and betrayal of trust, 

survival was core to fighting for men. For instance, she explained the motivation for 

fighting thus: 

I had problems. I was no longer receiving food from the man and here I was with six 

children. If I was being provided for I could have possibly persevered … but there was 

nothing so I had to fight for dear life (Appendix 20:A60. See also Appendix 11:A29).  

Leticia, another supporter of acidic confrontation, also highlighted her experience 

where a friend, Teddy, encouraged her to leave a violent and lecherous man. Shed 

helped her to pack and shift to a new house. Leticia was tipped by the sister to the 

boyfriend that he had moved in with Teddy: 

I then picked a knife, went straight to the door gave it one kick, and they were there 

in bed. I plucked off the blanket, grabbed the woman’s leg, and brought out my 

knife…. The two took off, naked. I then doused the beddings in Kerosene and was 

restrained from setting them alight. I could not believe that a friend and one that had 

helped me shift had done that to me (Appendix 20:A59). 

Participants’ experiences intervened in the thought-action dialectic creating 

challenges in gaining critical distance from the representational context. I explored 

this dialogue block through circle of relations method. Women were invited to act the 

protagonist ‘traitor’. I discuss the development in consciousness and the subsequent 

action that arose from this process under rethinking the acid solution (see page 237). 
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Poverty perpetuated actions that endangered solidarity between women leading to 

suspicions and perceptions that friendships are dangerous. This presents a problem for 

women who must rely on informal networks and friendships for information and self-

advancement. This argument is supported by observations of a male member of the 

audience following the community performance of Enaku, ‘this should be a lesson to 

ladies, and all, to beware of friends you make. Friends should not be trusted’ 

(Appendix 21:A61).  

Scenario Three: domestic violence 

The third and last scenario of this cycle, drawing from scenarios 1, 3 and 5 of Cycle 

Three problematised communication in marriage as a precursor to desire. It depicted a 

situation where a man beat his wife when she did not get the shopping from him, 

leaving a family that had come to beg food stranded. This was improvised about three 

times with women acting husband and wife and men acting the husband. Participants 

explained the basic conflict as being the wife not doing her gender- welcoming the 

man, removing the bags and keeping them. Leticia, a woman acting the man, 

introduced wife-beating in this episode. She explained the woman’s behaviour as 

disrespectful. Violence was used as a gender realignment strategy. As Leticia put it: 

I have been worn out looking for money to buy food and she expects me to find 

where to put that food. Does she expect that out of me, as a man? She has to meet me 

and take the things off me. That’s why I gave some her slaps ([GD: 4A: 040:106]). 

When participants drew from personal resources to improvise, there were variations in 

experiences of domestic violence. This open-ended scenario paradigm provided a 

wide resource for knowledge and understanding experiences of domestic violence. 

This flexibility of the form facilitated a proliferation of experience:  actors drew from 

a range of contexts (Abah, 2003). For instance, while some actors explained wife 

beating as a result of disrespect by women. Others explained it in the character of the 

man, sexuality, poor communication and quality of his gender performance. Thus, 

poverty undermined men’s capacity for performing gender qualitatively, precipitating 

domestic violence. 

Explaining why she confronted the man, Bitu, acting the wife, blamed the husband 

for: 
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returning drunk every other day and moreover bringing home things that do not 

make sense, such as berries. I am fed up of that … and he turns his back to me during 

the night in his drunkenness ([GD: 4A: 040:079]). 

What was noticeable, which I discuss later (see metaxis and metonymic contiguity 

page 224) is the proliferation of explanations for domestic violence with different 

actors giving different and at times contradictory explanations of the same situation. 

Wife-beating has often been explained as an African way of domesticating 

disrespectful women (Los Angeles Times, 27, July, 1979 in Potash, 1995:117; see also 

Appendix 12:A35). From the example above, it is a socially constituted way that 

informs women’s and men’s perception of gender roles in marriage relations. Having 

internalized them, women perceived domestic violence as normal. ‘This is because 

the context of…oppression, remains unchanged’ (Freire, 1994: 28). Relations are 

strained by the tension between real needs and gender-role expectations. This 

situation is one in which many women live in the socially disadvantaged urban areas. 

Redundancy, unemployment is underscored in women’s allusion to husbands 

gambling and drinking at the shops. Poverty precipitates tension and undermines 

dialogic communication in marriage. African feminists have explained this 

dependence as an effect of world economic systems and exploitative post-colonial 

policies leading to ‘differential process of incorporation for women’(Steady 1996:10; 

see also Potash, 1995:86 and Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994:28). This ‘female poverty’ 

(Coquery-Vodrovitch, 1997:136) is compounded when poverty undermines men’s 

capacity to perform their gender. Men then resort to force in a bid ‘to exert power and 

control’ (Bundy, 2000:265). It is in pressures arising from these historically informed 

conditions that domestic violence and women’s desire is explained. Thus, arguing 

that domestic violence is an African way of realigning women is simplistic 

essentialism. Domestic violence is a function of poverty, dependence and patriarchy 

and gender-role ideology. Its ideological basis is illustrated in the belief among 

women that such action is permissible. Thus, even females as ‘husbands’ find it 

appropriate to expect and force compliance from women. 

The flexibility of form allowed participants to performatively explore ideas, to 

practice alternative situations and to test the ideas in action. It also provided an 

interactive space for exploring the experiences of women. For instance, drunkenness 

was linked to men sexually starving their wives, another source of conflict. Most 
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participants explained the conflict in men spending most times out of home and 

returning late when wives did not need them. This subsequently deteriorated into a 

relationship where each did not appear to care about the other and hence conflict 

(domestic violence) developed. This, according to women, led wives to desire 

relationships or peace of mind-outside marriage (see related discussion; sexuality, 

communication and desire page 198).  

Abah (2003) posits that the notion of a script draws on a western linear philosophy of 

closure while the scenario typifies the open-ended aesthetic of traditional African 

orality which allows for new ideas at any stage of the process. This was exemplified 

in the scenarios. Participants continuously built on the preceding contexts to advance 

action and to explain behaviour. This took the form of participants responding to 

challenges raised by another character in the previous scene. It also introduced new 

issues in the process of explaining behaviour. For instance, women initially acting 

(violent) men explained domestic violence as a result of poor communication, lack of 

affection and staying out late, One protagonist (acting the husband) explained the case 

for drunkenness and late coming thus: 

Leticia: how does she expect me to be energised when she shows no love? You come 

with your fish and she does not help offload you ([GD: 4A: 040:180]). 

In the process of different participants intervening in the situation, the status of this 

home shifted from poor to rich. In effect, through scenario exploration, they explored 

and attempted to account for domestic violence as a problem affecting women across 

classes and the contexts in which it occurred.  

Freire argues that ‘what characterises the oppressed is their subordination to the 

consciousness of the master’ (1994: 31). Thus, consciousness is constructed through 

norms that prescribe deference and historical conditions that exacerbate the 

dependency of the woman, making resistance costlier than conformity and deference. 

Deference becomes a yardstick for manners. While women appreciated that if a wife 

was busy with other chores, the husband could put away the things by himself, 

however, the wife, if not occupied was expected to do her gender. Some women 

supported beating non-conforming wives ([GD: 4A: 040:185-]).  

Women acted from different gendered subjectivities in the roles of husband and wife. 

Their variation in explanation and location of action with conflicting expositions 
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introduced a range of meanings. Role expectations cause strain. While husbands 

perceived themselves as performing their role as providers for the family, wives 

expected provisions to ‘make sense’. When they didn’t, women resisted by 

withdrawing their gender. The men however, believing that they have toiled to fulfil 

their gender, expected wives to demonstrate appreciation through feminized acts of 

deference. This explained the tension, conflicts and the domestic violence.  

Dependent women of husbands involved with other women were less inclined 

towards information likely to endanger their ‘comfort’. Action aimed at making them 

aware of their husbands’ affairs was described as a ‘hostile act’.  For instance, 

reflecting on the scenario of acid attacks, some women participants were critical of 

the whistle as a rumour monger who disturbed the comfort of a woman who was 

being well cared for (Appendix 20:A58). Thus, dependent women focusing on 

survival are less likely to recognise their husbands’ infidelity or appreciate women 

victims of relationship related violence (such as acid attacks) as priority issues for 

action. However, men explained domestic violence in the nature of women and their 

deviance the script of perseverance. Men used their personal experiences to explain 

and generalise women as insatiable. For instance, Wakawaka said:  

I had two women and I would provide for them equally. I would buy foods, full 

bunches of bananas, and sacks of charcoal would roll in on wheelbarrows 

([GD: 4B:233]). 

He said, after hearing of rumours, that he had ambushed the second wife catching her 

in the act. His emphasis on the quantities of food belies the notion that he was 

satisfying the women. It is in this context that he presents women as unreliable and 

naturally insatiable. Zigizigi talked of a man who had three wives for whom he fully 

provided and yet the women went out with lousy men. A traditional perception of 

women’s needs limits the men’s capacity to understand the relationship between 

experiences and woman’s desire. Seeing women’s sexuality through a gender-role 

lens undermines the thought-action dialectic and limits the apprehension of women’s 

material, spiritual and emotional needs, their experiences and desires. Thus, women of 

‘able’ men are called short-sighted for leaving wealth and going with a poor man and 

a poor man’s wife is blamed for being materialistic instead of persevering and 

labouring to so as to make her own wealth (see Zigizigi’s argument, page 211).  
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Metaxis and metonymic contiguity 

 A number of writers have discussed the transformative experience that happens 

between an actor’s dual presence in the existential and the representational worlds 

(Boal, 1995; Chyinyowa, 2005; Desai, 1990; Freire, 1994 and O’Toole 1992). Boal 

has explained this phenomenon in the theory of metaxis as ‘the state of belonging 

completely and simultaneously to two different autonomous worlds’ of the ‘reality 

and the image of’ that ‘reality’ (1995:42). Desai, citing Kamiriithu’s participatory 

theatre and the transformative power of the actor-character dialectic notes that ‘the 

distinction between their own lives and the lives of the characters they portrayed was 

so minimal that there was no need for epic leaps of imagination’. He defines this 

interface as a ‘metonymic contiguity’ with potential for transformation (Desai, 

1990:83-84). Turner apprehends this as ‘flow’ (Turner, 1982). Chinyowa allying the 

notion of ‘flow’ to the TfD context draws on an anthropological notion of liminality 

(Handleman, 1990; Myerhoff, 1995; Turnbull, 1995 and Turner, 1982) to posit it as a 

transformation in participants’ way of ‘seeing’, ‘perceiving’ and ‘knowing’ which 

they experience ‘as they move from one state to another during the playing process’. 

He argues that the TfD workshop presents a context for this experience (2005:36). It 

is this characteristic of enabling the flow between the existential and the 

representational world that gives TfD its transformative capacity through knowledge, 

perception and action. It fosters understanding of existential contexts and how the 

actors’ transportation between the two worlds advances participants’ awareness. I will 

draw from the perseverance and desire cycles to illustrate how this liminality 

facilitates action against gender oppression.  

In Cycle Four Negotiating communications (see page 164), Bitu acting as the Senga 

had resisted her brother’s attempt to marry off underage Nsangi. She instead took the 

girl in her care. Reflecting on the scenario Zigizigi dismissed the effectiveness of such 

a strategy arguing that by choosing to live with Nsangi, Senga’s husband would have 

an affair with the girl and this would cause tensions between the two kinswomen (see 

related discussion: Consanguinity and kinship page 151). In response, Bitu argued 

that through making Nsangi her friend and by initiating and keeping a dialogic 

relationship they would work closely and thwart any sexual overture from her 

husband towards the niece. However, the ‘husband’ referred to did not feature in any 

of the scenarios. Neither Bitu nor the other participants contested this claim. Instead 
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they engaged with it. I found this one of the most informative experiences of the 

theatre process; its capacity to create a dialogic frame; a context for a wider social 

analysis. Its flexibility enabled accommodation of, integration and engagement with 

issues continually as they arose - a theatre that is never finished (see discussion on 

domestic violence, page 220). Within this frame participants understood that issues 

are extendable. They integrate characters and situations outside the scenario as they 

explore action. It can be argued that even during reflection, participants continue 

drawing from the existential reality to explain the representational context and vice 

versa thus furthering understanding in the process. Freire observes:  

As women and men, simultaneously reflecting on themselves and on the 

world, increase the scope of their perception, they begin to direct their 

observations towards previously inconspicuous phenomena…That which had 

existed objectively but had not been perceived in its deeper implications (if 

indeed it was perceived at all) begins to “stand out,” assuming the character of 

a problem and therefore of a challenge. Thus, men and women begin to single 

out elements from their “background awareness” and to reflect upon them. 

These elements are now objects of their consideration, and, as such, object of 

their action and cognition. (1994:63-4) 

Bitu’s strategy of living with her niece to protect her against forced marriage and 

sexual exploitation drew on experiences from earlier cycles where participants 

explored dialogic communication between parents and children (see Negotiating 

communication page 164). Bitu’s proposition showed a development in critical 

awareness through participants’ ability to apply knowledge acquired into new 

contexts, raising the possibility of transferability to life situations. Similarly, when 

reflecting on the scene where a man brought a younger wife to replace an aging one 

(see Replacing off-layers, page 213), Babirye explained what happened: 

And I was just surprised to find a fellow woman at home … I was in a fix. I had to ask 

this man why he lied to me (Appendix 11:A30). 

Yet in the improvisation there had been no such dialogue where she claimed to have 

been lied to by the man. What she claimed the man said was the subtext from her 

existential context. Within this frame of contiguity, participants improvising this role 

may come up with varying accounts for their actions within the theoretical contexts. It 

is this subtext they acted to, building on experience outside the role/workshop, to 
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explain and background their actions within a lived context, using it to develop 

scenarios. More elaborate examples of this liminal interplay are considered in the 

scenario on domestic violence, where different characters gave varying accounts of 

why they beat or resisted their spouses (see pages 220-223).  

The original situation was thus used as a pretext to explore a whole range of issues 

and causes relating to domestic violence in the community. It also allowed each 

individual to draw from their experience and subjectivities, and the new 

understanding got from the experience of exploring the existential reality through the 

representational context. This form creates possibilities of versions and experiences of 

reality. At times the view given is not contested. Instead other participants chip in 

building and broadening the experience. In subsequent scenarios, participants while 

keeping the narrative through-line, integrate earlier dialogue, analyses, experiences 

and action deemed relevant to the situation. This provides a diversity of experiences 

and motivations drawing from the same context and furthering understanding. 

Women felt more confident in this style of working and created and participated with 

spontaneity. 

The character’s voice and motivations become explicit in the explanations and the 

actors’ narratives. This links the character to the actor blurring the lines between 

fiction and reality with participants taking slices of their lives, fears and dreams and 

problematising them through performance and analysis (see also O’Toole, 1976 on 

integral participation and how the metaxical interplay through performance 

transforms participants’ experience). Thus, while ‘the temporary abeyance of 

normality…correspond[s] to the flux and potential transformation taking place in 

society’ (Kerr, 1995:169), they draw on this experience to transfer their existential 

and representational realities. For instance, participants drew on these discussions and 

reflections to improve the relationships of characters within the play (13: 5B: 289). 

There were reflections that indicated learning and a development in awareness of 

girls’ oppression by male parents. The experience of learning took place within and 

outside the workshop context. Zigizigi who had acted the father of Nsangi claimed 

that ‘reflecting on the way Nsangi was chased from home by the father’ had made 

him realise importance of parents being supportive: 
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Facilitator: Why the change [of heart]? The other time you said ‘that is none of my 

business; let her go to her men…’   

Zigizigi: That was because it was still a new thing to me and it came as a surprise. 

But I have had time to reflect on it and also to seek and get advice from fellow elders 

who counselled me. It is good to welcome your daughter, reconcile and discuss and 

also understand her point of view and this way you will avoid a repeat of such 

situations (Appendix 24:70). 

In the previous workshop session, the facilitator reminded the participant that Zigizigi 

(in role) had refused to receive the daughter, Nsangi, as proposed by other 

participants. Even when the facilitator explained to him that it was necessary for the 

development of the action based on participants’ reflections, he refused to welcome 

the daughter. Pressed further by fellow participants Zigizigi had walked off the stage 

threatening to quit the project if they attempted to pressure him to represent what he 

did not believe in. Thus, in exploring the transformation of character, they transform 

their lives. Participants so transformed, apply the new awareness to their lived 

contexts (Odhiambo, 2001a: 86). 

The permeability between the representational and the existential experiences 

provided spaces for insights and knowledge on the situation and experiences of 

women. In exploring the possibilities of action for the character participants draw 

from their experiences. The process provided new understanding into women’s lived 

experiences as a site of knowledge and space for reflection on their actions, situations 

and relationships and to rehearse alternative ways of being outside ‘the burden of 

social pressures’(Desai, 1990:81). It also provided more secure space for women to 

share more collectively and openly. Women’s voices come out much more securely, 

enabling them to gain a structural understanding. For instance, in the Enaku play that 

was developed out of the scenarios of desire (Appendix 10:A26), participants initially 

explained woman’s suffering because Mr. Musoke deserted the wife. Problematising 

this perception, participants gained an understanding of women’s oppression, in this 

context, as mainly a function of poverty which interfaced with historical and socio-

cultural limitations they were able to recognise that Mrs. Musoke made an effort to 

support herself, ‘selling some grocery but she was overwhelmed with problems’.  

In the initial days of the process narratives were strongly mediated by gender 

stereotyping with notions of men as all-powerful and women as evil. This developed 
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to an analysis of situations contextually and structurally. The theatre process enabled 

‘a deepened consciousness of their situation lead[ing]’ women and men ‘to apprehend 

[their] situation as an historical reality susceptible to transformation’ (Freire, 

1994:66). This reflected transformations in critical awareness through deconstruction 

of structural elements of oppression to strategizing for action. As Desai notes, this 

process ‘leads to the analysis of secondary contradictions that exist within the 

society…to location of primary contradictions and then to a process of action’ (Hall 

cited in Desai, 1990:70). For instance, Zubeda playing Nsangi the protagonist said: 

The play reminded me of an incident in my childhood.  I was at home and there was a 

labourer working at rich man’s place. He contacted my mother saying ‘I always 

return late and request for your daughter to help cook for me so that I can find food 

ready when I come.’ He would pay me 1,500/=. ... One day after serving him food he 

pulled me in a makeshift room and attempted to rape me. I pulled away and run. It 

was because of this poverty that I was nearly raped (Appendix 24:A71). 

Zubeda’s analysis was significant in that unlike the initial explanation of the 

attempted rape in the nature of men, she was able to identify poverty as the key 

constraint and rape as a likely outcome. The ‘reinterpretation of the world’- praxis, 

becomes a ‘source of knowledge’ through a dialogic ‘interaction…encourag[ing] 

direct involvement in the structural transformation of society’ (Youngman, 1986 in 

Desai, 1990:70). For instance, Hamza observed: 

The play has given me a debt. I gave my daughter to stay with someone who I do not 

know so well. It has made me want to go early tomorrow to find out a little more 

about him. It has given me a shock and tomorrow early in the morning I will have to 

meet my child and find out more about this person…. He is a cousin but we did not 

up grow together ([7A: 38: 077]). 

Thus, participants drew from their own experiences to advance the challenges the 

characters faced and drew from the character’s experiences to explain and respond to 

their real life dilemma. 

Cycle Six: Crystallising scenarios of desire 

In this cycle, I draw on the process of developing the community performance and the 

post-performance community discussion to explore how gender interfaced with 

poverty, dependency and survival to intervene in how women perceived and 

constructed their narratives of empowerment. Apart from facilitating knowledge and 
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learning, ‘encourag[ing] a maximum participation [of] the members of the community 

in all stages of the [TfD] process’ is central to the TfD process (Mlama, 1991b:44). 

This phase also sought to facilitate participants to rehearse the scenarios on which the 

community performance would draw (see Cycle six, page 178). This informed the 

framing of situations and intervention into the action. Participants rehearsed the same 

role and individual actors explored different roles. This was also useful in building 

women’s confidence through placing value on each individual’s experience. It 

enabled actors to contextualise their experiences, and to draw from their own stories 

to inform the process. It also helped them to rehearse for real life situations. The 

effectiveness of the TfD workshop, according to Mlama (1991b) partly ‘derives from 

its capacity’ to empower ‘people themselves to become communicators of problems 

that are well known to them’ (1991b:44). From the knowledge perspective, and in 

respect to the Mulwadde II workshop, this was significant in facilitating greater 

understanding of circumstances and experiences relevant to women’s oppression 

through simultaneously engaging in exploring ways of solving these problems. By 

building from and on improvisation, to experience and then working back and forth to 

explore and experience, actors engaged with their situation and investigated meanings 

and implications of their actions. 

As I mentioned earlier, whereas the research design originally intended to limit itself 

to the workshop process given that the workshop can be constituted as a performance 

research context in and of itself (Schechner, 2006:233-4), I had to include a 

community performance. Participants asked for it as their accountability to the 

community and family members, and to share with them their new skills and 

knowledge. As Freire has argued, the problem-posing approach is premised on 

methodological flexibility where the teacher negotiates and reconfigures her method 

in light of the needs and views of the learners (1994: 65-66). We thus renegotiated the 

original strategy to draw on the scenarios and develop a community play but within a 

learning workshop context. Participants were also given certificates of participation as 

a part of accountability and appreciation 

The process of developing a narrative for performance involved drawing on 

reflections and scenarios rehearsed. I outlined key situations and used lead questions 

focussing on what could happen to enable the participants to share experiences. 



 

230 

Building on earlier scenarios, they turned the situations into plot by exploring what 

should happen. Considering what could happen provided space for participants to 

reflect on possibilities; what would you do?  It also helped drawing from their 

experience and to use the performance frame to rehearse for real-life challenges. 

Exploring what should happen?  returned us to the plot and advanced the action and 

helped me to understand their learning. 

Survival and gender sensitive plotting 

Unlike the previous discussion that has explored how open-endedness of the form 

facilitates knowledge and awareness, this section considers how gender informed the 

way women structured dramatic action from the community performance. Freire has 

argued that: 

Although the dialectical relations of women and men in the world exist 

independently of how these relations are perceived … the form of action they 

adopt is to a large extent a function of how they perceive themselves in the 

world (Freire, 1994: 64).  

Cultural and gender considerations aimed at minimising tensions informed the 

characterisation. Whereas participants’ plot-building drew from the 

situations/scenarios they had workshopped, the choices in narrative direction aimed at 

exploring ways of empowering women was mediated by cultural and gender 

sensitivity.  For instance, they deliberately made Mrs. Musoke’s child a young 

daughter (10-11 years). The proposition to lower her age was two-fold. Characterising 

the girl as a young school going age was also to advance the significance of education 

and early intervention in women’s lives. Secondly, keeping the daughter’s age low 

aimed to avoid introducing culturally-based conflicts that would arise if the child was 

older. This would skew the action to new conflict areas considered thematically 

irrelevant (see Appendix 9:A24). Women explained that if the child was older and 

more so a boy, he was likely to conflict with the mother and even confront the man 

trying to have an affair with her. As Agneta noted, ‘She has to be quite young, but 

should the child be old, plates will break.’ Thus, culturally, whereas a man could have 

relationships and even bring the women home, women contemplating relationships 

had to be more cautious and discreet in their performance of desire. These 

considerations were important in how women strategised for action and managed 
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desire through performance. For example, in building the Enaku narrative, Maria 

explained: 

This is how the woman is going to handle the situation. Now remember that when 

her friend was bringing this child after she found her eating from the garbage, the 

man (friend’s husband) darted indoors to avoid being seen by his wife…so the [poor] 

woman has to do everything possible to make sure that the child does not see the 

man by finding somewhere to send this child (Appendix 9:A24).  

To enable the man to escape unnoticed by the child, they suggested that the mother 

should give the girl money to go to the shops and buy herself a bun given that she 

was already hungry: 

Zamilla: (emphasising) she must keep away that child. Even when she is going to 

meet the man in the lodge, she should find a neighbour to leave the child with and let 

nobody know where she is in actual fact going (Appendix 9:A24). 

Women drawing from women’s experiences of performing infidelity, proposed 

disguise strategies such as Mrs. Musoke dressing like one going to visit but keeping in 

her bag a dress to change into somewhere between home and the rendezvous. Women 

were uncomfortable about and aware of the risks to personal safety, to collegiality and 

loss of support from fellow women if they became involved with others’ husbands. 

However, poverty and the exigencies of survival were central to the decisions they 

made. It was in this context that they supported Mrs. Musoke having an affair with 

John: 

Voice: You cannot have any peace at heart… 

Zamilla: She eats with restless eyes (Appendix 9:A25). 

In a context where the responsibility for morality is skewed against women, in a 

relationship involving a married man, it was the woman who was perceived as 

cheating. Thus women had the responsibility to manage the situation. In the case of 

Mrs. Musoke, the onus is on the woman to hide the man.   

Notions of gender and patriarchy link with women’s subordination limiting choices 

available for women and informing how they position themselves in the 

reconstruction of their narratives through life and theatre. For example, while 

participants agreed that the plot should culminate in the relationship being uncovered, 

they did not entertain the possibility of Mrs. Musoke’s friend getting her husband with 

Mrs. Musoke. Women’s choices are limited especially if the man has paid rent for the 
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house. This was important in determining who between the woman’s friend and Mr. 

Musoke should catch the ‘lovers,’ having agreed that it should happen in Mr. 

Musoke’s house. The one with power over the space was likely to have a bigger stake 

and hence be more dramatically useful in terms of narrative development, and 

thematics - women’s oppression (Appendix 9:A24). 

However, it is not only women’s dependence on men that left them powerless, in 

situations where men paid rent, the notion of man as head of the house was 

disempowering in and of itself. It gave more power in relationships to men who 

assumed and exerted authority even over women whom they depended on. Culturally, 

men had power over the space as long as they were the men in the space:  

Maria: Even if it is you a woman who has worked and built yourself your own house 

and you find yourself a young man and bring him to live with you, the little man can 

still barter you  

Facilitator: But why can’t you get rid of him? 

Maria: The little fellow will not hear of it (laughter) … and should the little fellow 

find another man in your house, he will beat you afresh ([GD: 8B: 005-007]). 

Strategic dependency and subsistence sex 

Poverty and lack of skills for women to adequately support themselves especially if 

they had children limited participants’ perception of action against oppression within 

contexts of dependency. Like in the exploration of ways of improving Nsangi’s 

situation after she was impregnated by Lujujju (see Perseverance Chapter), women in 

such situations strategise for empowerment within dependency. Thus, poverty 

informed the positions that women and men took in deconstructing the drama and 

strategies for action. While the initial response to Mrs. Musoke having an affair with a 

friend’s husband was considered a betrayal in the early phases of the workshop 

scenario development, the community action focused on survival. 

Freire (1994) has argued that people’s is informed by ‘their situation in the world’ 

(1994:77). A young woman during the community discussion of the play advised ‘the 

wife (of Musoke) to find another house for renting and remain with her rich man and 

continue their affair secretly’ (see Appendix 21:A61). Participants were generally 

sympathetic with Mrs. Musoke explaining in the husband’s failure to do his gender - 

providing for her. Another young woman in the audience argued, ‘you cannot leave 
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your wife without rent and money and expect them (with the children) to survive. She 

has to find someone to support her’. Another young woman advised Mr. Musoke to 

‘thank the rich man because [were it not for him] he would have found his wife dead 

after all the six months he left her without care’. Zamilla, commenting on the reaction 

of the audience in the last workshop evaluation session said the audience was 

empathetic: 

By the time John befriended Musoke’s wife, the audience had realised that Mrs. 

Musoke needed help. ‘Poor woman has suffered so much…’ they commented. The 

audience was so angry with Mr. Musoke 

Nambogo: They were urging her to chase him away. ‘Chase him!’ they cried. 

Poverty causes women to focus more on survival and to exploit the situation for 

survival within their gender-role. Participants in the workshop expressed similar 

views as the community: 

Babirye: Given her problems, I suggest that the needy women should talk to the man 

and say ‘my friend you have helped me and I really appreciate but I am worried about 

the future of this relationship. You could leave me. I suggest that you get me some 

help to find something that I can do to get an income to survive on’ ([GD: 8B: 047]). 

Rasta, a member of the audience contributing to post-production discussions of Enaku 

during the community performance, argued, ‘Women nowadays have become 

enterprising. She could get money from John and begin operating a business.’ 

Dependence as a strategy to independence remained a constant motif in participants’ 

and community’s strategy for action. This was due to enduring poverty.  

Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) advances unemployment as a lead cause of social problems 

such as prostitution. Coquery-Vodrovitch (1997) considering the effect of colonialism 

on the state of African women, in urban areas, identifies forms of prostitution that 

women are forced to engage in, in order to survive. This includes married women 

having relationships with men for daily subsistence. In the case of Mulwadde II, this 

manifested in qualifying extra-marital sex as casual employment if the purpose was to 

subsidise family income; they called it Kyeyo – a concept commonly applied to 

economic migrants activities. As a sexual survival strategy this was a concept that was 

applied to both genders. It was in this context that some participants appreciated and 

understood the woman’s affair with John and were critical of Mr. Musoke: 
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Man…I do not blame the woman much because when the man went to do kyeyo, he 

returned empty handed. While the wife, doing kyeyo was able to provide for the 

home and the children (Appendix 21:A63). 

Extra-marital sex as casual employment was acceptable as long as sought to improve 

the situation in the home. 

In the community post-production discussions, a young man who attempted a 

moralistic argument about problems with loving a friend’s husband did not find much 

support. His proposition that Mr. Musoke was able and his family should be given a 

chance was seen as irrelevant to the exigencies of the situation. Men were however, 

unwilling to engage in discussions interrogating polygamy. Using their experience, 

they generalised polygamy as a timeless norm. They advanced culture and nature 

theories to close the discussions. When challenged about a woman also having more 

than one man, one man laughed it off, saying it was, ‘Naturally impossible for a 

woman to have two or three husbands’(see Appendix 21:A61). The argument was that 

whereas a woman could have more than one man in her life, it should not be at any 

one single time.  

Survival and the double standard 

Whereas culture and gender considerations were subordinated to survival imperatives 

in the forms of the action that the community proposed, once the question of survival 

was answered, splits emerged between female and male audience members. Men de-

linked thought and action and retreated to gender and culture ideology to explain and 

justify patriarchy. For instance, while survival took precedence even over AIDS in the 

strategies for action, AIDS was selectively invoked by men and interfaced with 

gender-role expectations to control the sexuality of women. While survival took 

precedence over traditional morality, the latter was often invoked once survival needs 

were deemed to be met. In one case, while polygamy was supported for cultural 

reasons and as a survival option for women trapped in relations with poor gender 

performers, the responsibility of preventing AIDS in polygamy was shifted to women. 

Once a woman got a man who could adequately do his gender, she was expected to 

remain faithful. Rasta, a community member advised, ‘the situation today does not 

need jumping around. Now that she has found John and he is taking care of her, let 

her keep with him’. Man’s dominance was disguised through emphasising his 
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capacity to perform gender and help women survive. Rasta argued, ‘Although he has 

another wife, he is still close by and will be able to care for her and her home’. 

Traditional morality focusing on women was a central tenet to these and related views 

exclusively advanced by men.  

Even women were self critical when they reflected on their actions and experiences of 

abuse through the gender-role frame. Some community members were critical or even 

simply suspicious of Mrs. John’s performance of gender. One man explained Mr. 

John’s infidelity in a possibility of lapses in his wife’s gender performance. He built 

on the manner Mrs. Musoke was deferring to John to speculate that ‘John’s wife was 

not doing certain tasks well. He advised women ‘to take note of that carefully’. In the 

wrap up session participants reflecting on the community reflections made similar 

observations:  

Zamilla:  One person in the audience said that for the husband in the rich home to 

leave his wife and start a relationship with the poor woman who looked as if she 

does not bathe, there must have been a problem with his wife. 

Others explained the affair in the quality of deference that Mrs. Musoke performed as 

being superior to that of John’s wife. This could be explained in the notion that it is 

the woman who is responsible for nurturing relationships and should take 

responsibility for man’s extramarital affairs (see men’s reasons for ‘sleeping around’ 

page 70). A woman who performed her gender more effectively in a shared 

relationship was thus perceived as a better and more attractive woman. For instance, 

Nambogo, echoing other participants argued, ‘Musoke’s wife was showing him 

(John) special friendship better than the woman at home.’ 

Valuing deference as ‘special friendship’ encourages women in shared or oppressive 

relations (see related discussion: gender policing page, 145). It shifts the focus from 

the oppressive basis of relations to valuing women on the basis of deference and 

causes women to believe that when a man strays, there must be a problem with them. 

It is however the woman’s problem and her responsibility to identify and fix it. One 

way in which dominant ideology works to disguise social bases of oppression is by 

encouraging women to explain their experiences as a consequence of their fault(s) 

(Foreman and Rudi, 1997:18).  
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Perceptions informed by dominant beliefs undermine the thought-action dialectic as 

participants tend to condition interpretation within prevalent gender-role regimes. For 

instance, they did not specify what the problem with the wife might be; neither did 

they attempt a causal analysis to support their conclusions. Freire’s notion of self-

depreciation as ‘another characteristic of the oppressed’ serves well as an explanation 

of women’s self perception advanced here. He argues that this arises from the 

oppressed’s ‘internalisation of the opinion the oppressors hold of them’ leading to 

them ‘becom[ing] convinced of their own unfitness’ (1994: 45). Ogundipe-Leslie, 

drawing on Marx explains it as ‘self-flagellation’ (1994:80) where women become 

‘captives of ideas about themselves which are now reified and interiorized by them’ 

(Marx in Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994: 151). The woman who is brought to believe that she 

must be the problem will focus on perfecting her acts of deference, even if she cannot 

identify her problem. This ‘sense of failure’ about her management of her marital 

relationship does not only ‘constrain her perceived choices’ (Foreman & Rudi, 

1997:14), but it precipitates increased deference and ultimately competition in 

deferring to the man. For instance, the actor playing Mrs. John said: 

Eva: I did not know that boss (husband) could go and love a woman without means… 

this has taught me that you could take yourself as important’ …That other woman could 

be better than you in some ways although you may be well off. 

Thus, ideology controls women through prescription ‘transforming the consciousness 

of the person prescribed into the one that conforms to the prescriber’s consciousness’ 

(Freire, 1994:29).  

Transformations 

Whereas I have discussed development in participants’ consciousness within the 

respective cycles, this section considers processes and experiences of transformation 

that could not be reported within the structure of the cycles (See participants’ 

development through the TfD process page 254). The role of stories and experience in 

the constitution of knowledge has been central to feminist epistemology (Harding, 

1987 and Hartsock, 1998), Freire (1970 & 1994) and Boal (1979). Within the vein of 

qualitative theory of knowledge, these actions underscore the centrality of 

participation in the construction of meaning. Freire argues that ‘true knowledge 

emerges only through invention and reinvention, through the restless, impatient, 
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continuing, hopeful inquiry men pursue in the world, with the world and with each 

other’ (Freire in van Erven, 1991:20). Participatory dialogic forms are not only 

underwritten here, but performance provides an appropriate frame for women and 

men to ‘invent and reinvent’ and reflect on their relations. In Cycle Five - scenario 

two, I discussed how women participants supported acid attacks as a punitive strategy 

which sought to restrain the husbands’ lovers. A reproblematisation of this scenario 

interrogating their strategy led to new awareness and development of attitude as 

discussed below.  

Rethinking the acid solution  

In the reconstruction of earlier episodes, some women were critical of the acid attack 

arguing it was criminal and made the wife more vulnerable. In one of the re-

enactments, instead of attacking, the actor involved the community by making an 

alarm. In another, the actor who had used prayer as her response to the challenge (see 

page 218), this time waited at home for the husband. When he and the lover returned 

unaware, participants chorused urging the lover to run, ‘Do not wait! Run, Run!’ She 

took the cue and fled.  This contrasted with the earlier cycle where they encouraged 

the wife to attack her with acid attack. This development from anger to sympathy for 

the cheating woman can perhaps be explained in the knowledge gained about the 

lover being a victim of poverty seeking survival (see related discussion women 

fighting for survival page 213).  

The initial support for an acid attack (see page 218) could be explained in the 

participants’ level of consciousness. The lover was then being generalised as a jealous 

woman waiting to ruin another woman’s marriages see Appendix 18:A51). The wife’s 

transformation could be attributed to the power within that the wife now held; no 

longer the helpless victim but composed and determined to stand up for her rights 

(see, replacing off-layers page, 213). On learning of and confirming the affair. Her 

courage contrasted with the earlier stereotypical presentation of an emotional, 

vengeful but powerless woman who turned to God for comfort. The man was 

disempowered by her stoic position. She told the husband to keep out of the bedroom, 

and that because she had nowhere to go with the children, it should be him to move 

out with his lover ([GD: 6B: 311]). Freire has argued that when the oppressed is 

brought to realise that limit-situations are a relation of domination whereby they are 
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the victims, they begin to ‘perceive these situations as the frontier between being and 

being more human’. When this happens ‘they begin to direct their increasingly critical 

actions towards achieving the untested feasibility implicit in that perception’ 

(1994:83).  The transformation in attitude towards the poor woman and power within 

of the wife drew from participants’ identification with the oppressed woman and new 

understanding of the women as oppressed (see also Boal, 1995 on identification and 

dynamisation). One can possibly conclude that woman-to-woman violence in the 

context of survival is a result and a manifestation of powerlessness (se also Kelly, 

1996:37). Informed and empowered women were thus less likely to resort to violence 

(against fellow women) as a means of influencing outcomes in oppressive relations. 

Acting against oppression 

The theatre process provided rehearsal space evoking participants’ ‘desire to practice 

in reality the act [they had] rehearsed in the theatre’ (Boal, 1979: 142). Reflecting on 

the workshop process during the wrap-up evaluation, participants expressed 

empowerment, with some hoping to emulate the entrepreneurship and success of the 

characters they acted. As Boal explains, ‘the practice of these theatrical forms creates 

a sort of uneasy sense of incompleteness that seeks fulfilment through real action’ 

(1979: 142; see also Boal, 1995:46 about how practicing the action in a theatrical 

context ‘activates’ the person to ‘perform’ it in his/her real life). For example, Babirye 

who acted the landlady said she would work hard as an actor to get money and 

become a successful landlady. Besides motivation arising from a sense of 

incompleteness, the process also built a sense of completeness in some situations. 

Some women participants felt confident, developing a sense of self-worth. For 

instance, Miriam said: ‘I am no longer worried that if a man leaves me that I should 

break down into tears and cry. I can still get another one, because I am not the last’. 

Participants also explored the possibility of using the play as a strategy to address 

oppressions that limited them in their occupation as petty traders. Reflecting on the 

audience’s identification with the scenario in which the city council enforcement 

officers confiscated Mrs. Musoke’s merchandise, participants shared their own 

experiences and ordeals of losing their goods in the same way the character did:  



 

239 

Tom: People have capital of 5,000/ for tomatoes… while the license costs 30,000/= the 

landlord also charges her for the space where she sets the stall, so what kind of 

license is possible here? 

One participant said she was saving the transport allowance to run a small grocery but 

the City council was undermining her efforts making them futile. Most of the women 

participants claimed harassment and extortion from the officials. The sharing of each 

individual’s experience with city council revenue collectors, in the theoretical and the 

concrete contexts, highlighted shared experiences of extortion. Participants viewed 

performing the play for the mayor as one strategy to transform their situation. For 

instance, Wakawaka was supported when he proposed inviting the city mayor to 

watch the play as a strategy to address the problem. 

Challenges 

Gender and how it intervenes in empowerment   

Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) has argued that the ‘negative self-image’ of women accrues 

from long periods of ‘interiorisation of ideologies of patriarchy and gender hierarchy’. 

In her view, this undermines woman’s response to ‘objective problems’ leading to 

responding with ‘fear, dependency complexes and attitudes to please and cajole’ 

(1994: 36). It undermines women’s capacity for authentic action even when they get 

the opportunity. For example, perceptions of beauty are central to femininity and the 

notion of looks as key to what men want significantly influence women’s decisions on 

how they may explore empowerment opportunities.  

Women are more likely to invest the money in their looks to enhance their 

attractiveness as a strategy for continued support from the man. Potash identifying co-

wife rivalry as a characteristic feature of polygamous relationships notes that women 

rivalled for the husband’s favour. This was partly through competing in 

‘attractiveness’ (1995:75). For instance, asked why she did not pay her rent, when 

John gave her much money, aware that she had been given a deadline, Maria, the 

actor, explained ‘I wanted to work on my looks so that the next time he comes, he 

[John] finds me glittering. I wanted to look good and when he bought me the dress; 

then I was tick’. Women’s capacity to exploit opportunities for empowerment is thus 

limited by competition and striving to perform to the stereotype of what men wants, 

thereby trapping them in dependency. 
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Challenges of changing cultural gender constructions  

Learning in TfD processes and the evidence for it may not be found in 

transformations that are holistic and manifested in all participants who have 

participated in the process. Participants may show learning in some areas, no learning 

in other areas or apparent regressions in others (see Oscillations page 261, for related 

discussion). Relationships were one area where this predominated with males 

attempting to claim sexual pluralism/dominance in culture. Women on the other hand 

used nature to justify sex-related violence and to explain men’s sexual dominance as 

natural. The wrap-up evaluation highlighted the challenges of learning through TfD 

and that learning and the experience moves through progressions and regressions. It 

demonstrated the need for sustained and multi-faceted approaches.   

Of jealous cocks and polygamous cats 

I present this as a concluding part of this chapter using dialogue from the close of the 

workshop. It was significant in being minimally facilitated. The following discussion 

and other reflections discussed in this chapter and the preceding one were useful in 

assessing participants’ learning and highlighted the challenge of negotiating gender 

equity through theatre. Men and women talked in a relaxed atmosphere without the 

demands of tasks and deadlines. Participants asked Zigizigi to share a story he had 

narrated within his group saying it was relevant to the themes the workshop was 

concerned with. Zigizigi then narrated how he had one time found his ‘outside wife’ 

with a man. He beat the man and the woman till the three of them were hospitalised 

(see Appendix 25:A72). He argued that he was right to beat her because she had given 

out ‘his things’. 

Zigizigi: If I buy my ten kilos of sugar, does it mean that you can scoop some and give 

it away?  

Agneta: Where had you taken her things? 

Zigizigi: Her things? A woman does not have things of her own. She does not even 

have that kind of authority over my things (laughs) 

Kobusingye: (Angry) In that case I would give all of it away! 

Kobusingye: What if your wife had found you with another woman? 

Zigizigi: What would she have done? You do not have the authority. You do not.  

(Appendix 25:A72-73; See also problematic empowerments page 262 and oscillations 

page 261 for a discussion of this challenge). 
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Women mainly drew from the sexual behaviour of male domestic animal/birds to 

support male sexual dominance/violence and generalised it as the nature of male 

things. Thus, men’s sexually related abuse of women was posited as a response within 

a natural order:  

 Leticia: The matter of women and men is not a simple one. Even mere cocks, they 

fight over a hen…drop the argument. It is nature (Appendix 25:A73). 

Zubeda, another participant agreeing to the nature theory illustrated it with the 

experience of her cat: 

I have a cat at home. There is another cat that fathered it. It (father cat) spends most 

of its time in a market nearby… [where] there are female cats. But my cat cannot 

cross to… where the females are. Whenever the other (father) cat catches sight of it, 

it attacks my cat …because it thinks my cat is going to love its ‘women’. It is the 

father but…it attacks it there and then. It is in nature (Appendix 25:A73). 

The notion of a polygamous cat is an attempt to use the nature argument to explain 

and justify polygamy, sex related violence by men and the domination of women as 

something that men and women cannot negotiate. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I discussed how identifying participants’ perceptions of desire revealed 

a semi-intransitive level of consciousness where woman were essentialised as weak-

minded and temptresses by nature. I then considered how researching further this 

notion, drawing on participants’ experiences, revealed the role of culture and gender 

ideology with notions of man as provider interphased with women’s dependency to 

explain desire. I also explained desire in interpersonal relations of sexuality and the 

quality of communication. I argued that this was partly informed by the subject-object 

construction of male-female sexuality. I then considered how poverty, owing to 

historical disempowerment of women, interphased with gender ideology leading 

women to strategise within gender to perform desire as a way of influencing outcomes 

in male-female relations. I then considered how this analysis as research was 

abstracted and problematised through images and scenarios which became objects for 

reflection and action. The emergent sub themes revealed a dominant motif of women-

to-women violence and domestic violence. These were explained mainly in terms of 

women’s dependency and as survival strategies exacerbated by patriarchy. Reflecting 

on how the drama process worked in exploring the problem of desire, I argued that 
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problematising experience through representational forms provided the metonymic 

possibility for participants to draw on the experiences of the existential and the 

representational context to rehearse for life. 

Considering challenges of acting on desire through theatre, I concluded that poverty 

and ideology perceptions led women to strategise through gender for survival. I also 

argued that gender informed how women strategised in theatre for instance in 

characterisation and structuring of action (see Appendix 9:A24). I concluded that 

whereas there was evidence of development in awareness and capacity for action, 

participants still showed regressions into semi-intransitive consciousness. I discuss 

this in detail under problematic empowerments, in the consideration of findings in the 

next chapter.  
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CHAPTER NINE 

OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS  

Ideology and challenges of perception 

Perseverance, desire and domestication 

Freire  has observed that searching for knowledge ‘requires the investigators to 

discover the interpenetration of problems’ and that this process should be concerned 

with how these themes interlink, problematising them and exploring ‘their historical-

cultural context’ (1994:89). Perseverance and desire emerged as the two concepts that 

informed participants’ perception of women’s oppression. They underscored the 

socio-historical and ideological basis of gender oppression. They informed perception 

and how participants approached and engaged with gender. Perseverance is subtle 

domestication, a form of domination perpetuated through the valuation of endurance 

as power. This distorts women’s perception of their experiences and subsequently 

qualifies oppression as normative. The notion was underlaid in the narratives that 

translated sexual abuse as a process of becoming a woman and reward for 

motherhood.  

Perseverance as an insidious oppression mechanism was a major cause of women 

accepting endurance as their gender identifier. Within this frame they fostered 

relations of oppression through conformity and self regulation. This was demonstrated 

through Basenga (aunts) forcing nieces into marriage (see Appendices 6:A16, 7:A19 

& 17:A46), mothers finding pride in wearing bed sheets on which their daughters 

were raped as an undergarment. It also included women blaming sisters in-law who 

deserted emotionally abusive marriages while lauding those who stayed despite the 

odds. This ideology distorted women’s consciousness of the structural basis of their 

oppression limiting their capacity for reflexivity and other ways of seeing necessary to 

expose the contradiction within relations of oppression. This is a main cause of 

fatalism and dependency; two key limitations that define perceptions of women in the 

slums. This also informed issues that intervened in negotiating gender equity. Given 

the ideological basis of perseverance as a problem mainly of consciousness, focusing 

on patriarchy or men as the problem is to miss the point. Women in the roles of senior 
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kinswomen or wives are key players and at times beneficiaries of dividends of 

discrimination. 

The notion of desire as a negative feminine identifier underlies an ambivalent 

conception of woman as strong and weak, as dependable and frivolous. This social 

construction is an attempt to culturally define women’s sexuality and the contexts in 

which it may be acceptably expressed. This creates a situation where women’s 

sexuality becomes of primary interest for the community leading to policing of 

women’s desire/sexuality. In this context expressions of women’s sexuality outside 

the dominant ideological frame are then posited as a threat to the survival of 

community and culture. In the context of globalisation with libertarian influences of 

alternative sexuality values, the woman’s body becomes a site of contestation between 

modernity and tradition. The negativising of desire is also in part culture’s recognition 

of the vulnerability of women and an attempt to protect them by giving the 

community a stake in their sexuality to enhance their marital security. The interface 

between poverty and gender-role perceptions constructs women’s sexuality within a 

cultural morality of family and marriage.  

Sex-gender ideology and the double standard 

Women’s participation in the workshop process revealed the prevalence of rape-

related experiences among them. Women of all ages were vulnerable and traumatised 

by it. Sexual abuse of women is a core concern for feminism, governments, civil 

society and community. Strategies to address rape have varied from calls for 

castration (see also Appendix 5:A14), legislation – the death penalty in the case of 

Uganda - equipping women with life skills, post-rape support services and 

sensitisation of women as potential victims. The limitation with these strategies is the 

perception that men and patriarchy are the problem. However, recognising the cultural 

basis of rape is a key to addressing women’s abuse. Men like women need education. 

The cultural construction of women’s sexuality around chastity, linking women’s 

value to virginity and the constitution of sex outside marriage as transgression 

presents a problem. This becomes more problematic with the constitution of male 

sexuality around prowess and when manhood is perceived to manifest through action 

on the woman’s body. This asymmetrical valuation of sexuality precipitates abuse and 

silence. Examples of these included experiences where rape victims relied on their 
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abusers to protect them from being shamed. This demonstrates how the dominant 

cultural narratives espouse the notion of shame as a silencing mechanism, diverting 

attention from oppression.  

It is thus important to recognise the role of ideology in skewing and limiting women’s 

consciousness and making them accomplices in the abuse of fellow women 

(Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994). Women are blamed as victims and they in turn blame and 

regulate themselves through perfecting their roles within dominant gender ideology, 

affirming, legitimating and entrenching their oppression. This is demonstrated in the 

constitution and legitimation of women’s sexuality within marriage. It also manifests 

in a subject-object sexual relation diminishing women’s sexuality to an instrument for 

the manifestation and validation of masculinity. The perception of perseverance as 

inevitable leads to fatalism; it reconstitutes women’s consciousness and limits their 

sense of capacity within relations of dependency. It disempowers them as was 

demonstrated when women compared their experiences of oppression. When women 

focus on the degree of dependency or suffering in marriage relations this provides a 

false sense of power. It leads women to compete in doing deference and they 

subsequently feel grateful to their men for not oppressing them as much as other men 

oppress their women. These manifestations of powerlessness and how ideology 

demarcates issues women can engage with, underscores how ideology functions to 

conceal oppression. This highlights a need to position concientisation within agency.  

As demonstrated in the foregoing discussion women’s oppression is mainly a function 

of domination constructed and sustained through gender ideology which structures 

women’s and men’s consciousness. Any approach towards empowerment needs to 

recognise and take conscientisation as a central part of its goal and methodology. If 

women are aware of the constructedness of their situation, they develop the 

appropriate thought-action to change their situation. This was demonstrated in their 

transformation of Nsangi’s character from one of passivity to a new awareness and 

capacity to resist exploitation. Other examples included Nsangi’s determination to 

overcome obstacles of patriarchy, poverty and gender ideology. This development 

was possible after participants had recognised women’s oppression as partly a 

function of domination, fatalism, and domestication embedded in the notion of 

perseverance as strength. 
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Sources of oppression and intervening factors in negotiation 

Poverty 

While gender informed perceptions and relations of oppression, poverty emerged as 

the most significant oppressive factor for women. The lack of basic necessities of life 

takes precedence over other concerns such as AIDS and makes survival the most 

immediate concern of victims of poverty. Gender, globalization, capitalism, politics, 

religion, culture and other bases of oppression are subordinated, if acknowledged at 

all. Poverty, as explained below, leads women and men to value polygamy, 

prostitution and girl-child sexual abuse as opportunities within which they strategize 

for survival (see also Appendix 15:A41). This enhances women’s vulnerability and 

fosters abuse. People who are preoccupied with survival are less inclined to think or 

plan for the long term. Interventions which aim at long term gains through creating 

capacity are appreciated if they contribute to their immediate needs of survival. For 

example, after the workshops, there was demand from the community for more 

community performances. However, MPTC agreed to do subsequent shows on 

condition that I remunerated them for these workshops. As mentioned in the 

discussion on the research context (see pages 108-109) generally men did not 

participate because the remuneration couldn’t meet survival and gender-role needs.  

Poverty also limits women’s capacity to associate with ‘significant others’ in 

empowerment circles constraining women to ‘doing gender’ for a living. In situations 

where women have limited capacity for self-support, traditional gender relations 

within marriage as dependants are perceived as an opportunity to escape poverty. This 

traps women in dependency and gender-based oppression partly because the men 

from whom they seek survival are also constrained by the same factor of poverty.  

This leads to cycles of desire, tensions and abuse of women. Poverty also limits 

women’s capacity to quantitatively invest their time and resources. For praxis, it 

implies that even interventions for empowerment, such as TfD workshops, need to 

acknowledge that poverty as a generative theme interfaces with and lays constraints 

on time, resources, and perceptions. All these affect project structuring and outcomes.  

Poverty reinforces gender oppression, undermining women’s self esteem as they 

compete in doing deference as a strategy for survival. This precipitates antagonism 

between women. They use violence to resolve survival tensions. This reinforces a 
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negative view of women, undermines cooperation between them, and undermined 

attempts to form solidarities for empowerment. This was illustrated in the Isis 

experience where the co-wife was represented as a ‘husband snatcher’ and in 

Mulwadde II where she was scorched with acid because of the risk she posed to the 

other women’s livelihood (See Appendix 20:A58). This gender oppression arises 

partly because women have lost most of their traditional status bases and because of 

the devaluation of those that have survived. Women thus rely on age and sexuality for 

survival which increases their vulnerability as they age. It is thus important to 

acknowledge how poverty interfaces with history and gender to distort woman’s 

consciousness making them value their body as instruments for survival. As was seen 

in the discussion of Desire, even when women get resources that they can use to 

empower themselves they are likely to invest it to improve their looks to attract men’s 

support. Poverty distorts women’s and men’s perceptions of social relations creating 

problematic ways of seeing. The reconstitution of prostitution as subsistence sex 

underpins this challenge of distorted consciousness.  

When women’s sexuality is perceived as an acceptable means of survival it increases 

women’s vulnerability. It raises risks of AIDS infection. For any meaningful 

interventions against the oppression of women in environments of endemic 

dependence such as slums, focusing on gender or culture is not enough as poverty 

informs and entrenches gender oppression. Strategies must involve addressing 

endemic poverty. This underscores the need for interventions to recognise distortion 

of consciousness as a key area for action. It is both a material poverty and poverty of 

consciousness. The latter is more disempowering and a challenge to building 

individual and collective capacity against domination. This double poverty cannot be 

explained by a single cause. Addressing it requires a negotiation strategy that 

apprehends the complexity of the relations of oppression because women’s poverty is 

a function of historical interfaces. Feminists such as Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) and 

hooks (2000) highlight conscientisation of both men and women as having a 

significant role in this context. 

Hierarchical relations and deference 

Hierarchical relations based on kinship, age and seniority still significantly translate 

into oppressive relations especially within family and between younger and older 
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women. The family and the institution of marriage remains the central element 

through which women’s experiences are constructed and meaning constituted. Values 

of deference and respect as a denominator of traditional family relations are part of 

the problem, and this remains a major cause of oppression. These culturally-based 

relations defining respect as a baseline of relations and good upbringing disempower 

and undermine the self-esteem of younger people. It increases their dependency, 

objectification and exploitation. The challenge then is raising consciousness about the 

oppressive nature/basis of these relations and realigning them to empower the 

vulnerable women and girls through enhancing reciprocal communication. One 

however needs to recognise that family transformations since colonialism have 

undermined the traditional bases for gender support. This has precipitated the 

vulnerability of women and children. This new reality has interfaced with traditional 

gender values to further the gendering of relationships between women and men. It is 

partly in this postcolonial traditional dialectic that discrimination and oppression 

drawing on age, seniority and kinship are premised. As participants in this study 

demonstrated, parents and men are often not aware of the limitations of hierarchical 

relations and its potential to promote abuse of women and girls. Encouraging dialogic 

relations built on trust enables new understanding, fosters communication and 

enhances solidarity, and capacity for action against oppression.  

The possibility of achieving this power within can be strategised for through 

sensitisation of parents in the value and advantage of dialogic communication with 

children; participatory forums such as theatre through which women can share their 

stories and rehearse more egalitarian relations as was demonstrated by participants in 

this project; linking women with significant others - establishing power with through 

association and exploring alternative interventional avenues outside the immediate 

family. This could include authorities and the community.  

Development and changes observed through drama 

Physical and mental wellbeing  

Women gained a sense of accomplishment and empowerment through participating in 

the dramatic process. For instance, they reported developing a sense of psychological, 

physical and mental restoration. They reported experiencing change in their physical 

wellbeing and an enhanced capacity to perform their daily activities. These included 
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being able to walk up and down the stairs in their place of work unaided for the first 

time in a long time (Appendix 1:A2). Some women participants incapacitated by 

accidents also reported an improved sense of wellbeing. Women connected with their 

history creating liminal spaces outside the regime of gender and leading to them 

rediscovering pleasure of play and feeling a sense of fulfilment. This can be explained 

by participants being allowed to determine the agenda through choice and sharing of 

games.  

Collectives, solidarity, collaborative capacity building 

Working through a performance frame enabled participants to generate ‘activity in 

each other’ to realise their capacities and knowledge. This led to sharing of 

experiences and collectively strategising against oppression and testing the feasibility 

of their strategies in action and reflection. This empowerment was evident when 

participants used their experience and reflection to transform relationships within the 

representational situations which mirrored their existential context. For instance, to 

improve the relationship between Nsangi and Senga in Nsangi, the latter draws on her 

traditional status and power as kinswoman to resist Nsangi’s exploitation and sexual 

objectification. They collaborated in strategising on how Nsangi could be supported to 

gain capacity. Women as participants and characters developed confidence working 

more collectively. This enabled sharing of knowledge and strategising for action; 

linking with ‘significant others’ i.e. civil society and NGOs concerned with women’s 

empowerment as a strategy to bolster women’s initiatives and solidarity against 

oppression. There was improved consciousness of the importance of solidarities 

drawing on Nsangi’s problem as a pretext. This was evident when participants as 

parents drew from the representational contexts to reflect on their personal 

experiences to improve relations with their daughters through actions that could win 

and build confidence. Some parents acted to safeguard their daughters from possible 

relations of abuse which they had hitherto not recognised as potentially problematic. 

Games also increased mental awareness and helped to build solidarity. One female 

participant noted that through games she learnt that working as a collective increased 

women’s capacity to act against oppression (Appendix 22:A66).  

Problematising their experiences through theatre, participants developed new ways of 

seeing. This led to ‘transformation in consciousness’ and a ‘reinterpretation of need’; 
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as power within (Kabeer 1994 and Nelson & Wright 1997; see also Etherton, 

1982:346). Participants were able to recognise what had initially appeared as normal 

relations as oppression. And as Freire observes ‘a deepened consciousness of their 

situation leads people to apprehend that situation as an historical reality and 

susceptible to transformation and inquiry’ (Freire, 1994:66). This development in 

perception by recognising the contradictions in gender relations led them to question, 

reinterpret and re-name and act on oppression. These transformations in awareness 

manifested through for instance the identification of the notion of a woman should 

never talk about such things as a silencing strategy serving sexual oppression and 

exploitation. Understanding the ideological basis of these sexual exploitations made 

women more aware of their vulnerability especially when their dialogues revealed 

that most if not all of them had been victims of rape/sexual abuse.  

This identification of oppression led to women strategising to act by using the 

theoretical context of theatre to rehearse life skills; building a capacity for self-

defence for resisting abuse in the future. Thus, the framing of experience through 

action and reflection creates an empowering dialectical relation between theatre and 

real life. Experiences from both life and staged life interface in a rehearsal against 

oppression (Boal, 1995:40). This context enables participants to draw from their 

experiences to act on oppression framed through dramatic action: character and plot. 

For example, in rehearsals against rape participants used their experiences of survival 

to transform scenes of rape with life skills. By altering enacted relations of oppression 

premised on women’s experiences, to more empowered ones, theatre provided a 

frame through which women could supportively rehearse empowerment.  

Increased awareness of vulnerability of women  

Participants gained awareness of women’s oppression through participating in the 

drama, and then applying knowledge gained from the drama to act on potentially 

abusive situations in real life. Some people felt a sense of urgency to act. This was 

mostly observed with men. For instance, Hamza, after participating in scenarios of 

rape, recognised how vulnerable women and particularly girl-children were and 

realised that his daughter whom he had left in the care of a cousin he did not ‘know 

well enough’, was potentially vulnerable (see Appendix 24:A69). He subsequently 

made a decision to go and review the arrangement. Another instance was when 
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Zigizigi consulted elders of the village about how to relate with his pregnant daughter 

(in the play). He drew on the advice of the elders in the concrete context to improve 

communication with and support for his daughter in the representational context. 

Awareness of underlying factors 

Problematising experience through praxis helps to highlight contradictions in relations 

of oppression leading participants to new ways of seeing. It enables them to 

appreciate the structural basis of oppression beyond essentialism. Participants 

developed new awareness of real limit factors such as poverty. From initially 

perceiving desire as negative and in the nature of women they developed the 

understanding of poverty and not nature as a lead cause of oppressive manifestations 

of desire. They also realised that poor communication between couples also plays a 

big role in precipitating desire. From their initial conception in the folktale 

interpretations including the first cycle of Perseverance where perseverance was 

constituted as a gender marker they reinterpreted oppression as a function of poverty, 

patriarchy, complicity, dependency, and upbringing.  

Naming the contradictions positioned them critically to act against the limitations of 

silence. Strategies rehearsed included increasing individual’s capacity to act against 

complicity, enhancing power with through forming collectives with other women, 

transforming perceptions of oppressors and highlighting the risks. Women 

participants who were initially supportive of women’s oppression became allies in 

action against oppression. This was manifested in their act of renegotiating traditional 

relations that were hierarchical and prescriptive. An example of this was in 

reconfiguring the Senga relationship with Nsangi from one of exploitation and 

domestication to using Senga’s status and power to protect Nsangi against sexual 

exploitation. Women also began questioning the perception of marriage as a status 

base for women and positing this perception as a key to women’s oppression. They 

recognised the need and significance of exploring other status avenues for women’s 

empowerment such as education.  

Empowerment was posited through mothers and daughters collaborating supportively 

in taking action to empower themselves through resistance, business and linking with 

significant others. Women realised that poverty and not jealousy, envy, simple 

mindedness of women was the most significant factor motivating women loving 
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married men, as had earlier been perceived (see Cycles One & Two of Desire). For 

instance, unlike when many women supported the use of acid attacks against the 

desperate woman who has an affair with another’s husband, the participants became 

conscious of poverty and not jealousy as the cause.  

This new awareness transformed their hostility to solidarity with the oppressed 

woman. This identification explains their decision to urge the poor woman to flee and 

to warn her of the danger of being physically harmed if she stayed in the other 

woman’s home. Thus, problematisation of desire through reflection and action led to 

increased awareness of woman-to-woman violence being rethought through emotional 

identification, sympathy and action. This awareness also manifested in women 

reflecting back on their lives in the light of the contradictions revealed through the 

performance. For example, the exploration of various experiences of rape and 

particularly acting the victim of rape caused Zubeda to recognise poverty rather than 

patriarchy as the reason why she was nearly raped by a man her mother had sent her 

to cook for at a monthly wage of about US$1 (see Appendix 24:A71). She argued that 

if it was not for poverty she would not have been sent to the bachelor’s home in the 

first place. She concluded that addressing poverty was central to addressing women’s 

vulnerability. 

In empowering the characters and transforming their relationships as protagonists 

initiating action against their oppression, participants rehearsed alternative relations. 

Performing their stories enabled them to restructure their experiences to more 

empowered relations. They were empowered through the process of creating and 

transforming the characters. They were inspired by the achievements of the characters 

they created and transformed. The women sought to emulate, in real life, the 

characters they have played in the representational context. Boal (1979) has argued 

that rehearsal theatre, has the potential to elicit a desire for the spect-actor to achieve 

in real life what s/he has experienced in performance. For example, Babirye who 

acted the landlady indicated in the last workshop meeting that her goal will be to 

endeavour to be a landlady.  

Self-confidence 

Ngugi sees ‘creativity’ as naturally arising where communities are ‘mobilized to 

struggle for self-improvement’ (Kerr, 1996: 16). Srampickal (1994) posits that 
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allowing people to contribute through acting collectively facilitates ‘confidence and 

the stimulation necessary to intervene in the real context from which the play’s 

content was originally drawn’ (1994: 238). Kidd (1984) shares this view arguing that 

giving participants the ‘means of artistic production and analysis’ allows them to 

assume ‘control of their transformation’. It gives them voice to recognise and 

articulate their concerns and think for themselves. It is through this that their self-

confidence is developed (Kidd, 1984:7. See also Bundy, 2000:266). This collective 

approach to the production of meaning through participation gave participants the 

confidence to work on their experiences within the group. As Jane said, ‘People are 

no longer shy. People doing something with people she knows and yet s/he knows 

that she will be playing it among people she may not be familiar with’ ([GD: 7A: 

134]). Tom and Zamilla explained this in what Tom called ‘The cooperative way in 

which we are working and building the play, everybody’s contribution is valued and 

respected as you said at the beginning ‘ ([GD: 7A: 134]). 

As Freire observes, fatalism is often a consequence of how limit-situations are 

perceived other than the situation itself (1994:80). Women developed consciousness 

of more empowered relations and a belief in their capacity to transcend dependency, 

fatalism and traditional gender limitations to support themselves through the skills 

they had acquired. Whereas this would not necessarily equal achievement of their 

dreams, it was indicative of their development of a power within and the confidence 

that is necessary for action. Thus, the process of developing empowered characters 

and acting the roles enabled women to experience development which gave them the 

confidence and inner drive (power within) to aspire for it in real life.  

Suitability of theatre form 

Creating a women-friendly atmosphere 

 The dialogic approach emphasising participation and the privileging of individuals’ 

experiences as the agenda for praxis enables an interactive, informal conversational 

atmosphere that facilitates sharing experiences and stories. This, being less structured, 

and a less socially restrictive environment (Desai, 1990) was appropriate for the 

women. This structure was supportive enabling women to plan collectively and to act 

and reflect with enhanced freedom. This reinforced the thought-action dialectic 

through the problematisation of the representational situation and their existential 
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reality. It facilitated using theatre as a frame for problematising limit situations and 

rehearsing for life. In other words it enabled them ‘to make explicit their “real 

consciousness” of’ their situation which in turn created the critical distance which 

allowed them to experience as well as reflect on their actions. This facilitated new 

understanding and ‘new perception’ (Freire, 1994:96. See also Boal, 1995:13). Apart 

from the advantage of flexibility embedded in a dialogic and process-based structure, 

this form also enabled participants to practise life skills in a supportive atmosphere. 

This was evident in cycles that explored rape and sexual exploitation.  

The problem-identification phase, through sharing narratives of perseverance and 

desire helped to project the experience of rape as a common problem not limited to an 

individual. This research phase was thus important in helping women to speak out. 

They developed power with through sharing and identification. The commonality of 

abuse among the participants highlighted its shared gravity. The sharing also gave 

women opportunity to speak out, some for the first time since their abuse more than 

two decades earlier (see page 155). Women thus give strength to each other and draw 

courage from the nature of the organic process. Participants were able to explore their 

experiences, the likely constraints and rehearsed counter limit situations in a 

supportive atmosphere that enhanced learning and capacity to act against oppression 

in real life (Boal, 1995:40). For instance, the cyclic frame applied also allowed 

women to support each other through sharing experiences, highlighting situations of 

vulnerability and using experiences of success stories to practise ways in which they 

could reinforce each other to avoid rape.  

Enhancing solidarity, collaboration and confidence 

TfD provides a collaborative framework that helps to build women’s confidence in 

themselves and their capacity to take action to improve their circumstances. An 

example is their involvement in games and their expressed desire to perform their 

stories through theatre. The storytelling form enhances participation and ownership 

especially when working with women. It also provides space where they can frame 

their experiences without victimization. The collective nature of the experience is 

appropriate as women draw strength and solidarity within this framework especially 

given their historical subordination which has undermined their voice. They have 

been socialized to defer and find it difficult to challenge authority. My research 
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experience in the Isis project indicated that women talk more with the ‘we’ voice 

while men tend to use more the ‘I’ voice (Mangeni, 2005: 17). Women also tended to 

be more assertive when they negotiated as a group – in group scenes - than when 

acting singly. Like in Luwero, during the reflection sessions, the men of Mulwadde II 

talked freely of their experiences, particularly of their sexual relations. However, in 

the case of women, they used examples of anonymous women who had done similar 

things. Women were more confident however and worked as a team when negotiating 

in group discussions. On the whole, the scenario based approach provides a secure 

frame through which they can project their experiences without ‘exposing’ 

themselves.   

Flexibility and ‘circle of relations’ 

The strength of the form was in its flexibility and its potential as a pretext for 

exploring perceptions and experiences in the existential context. Participants used the 

core scenario as a pretext drawing from experience, culture and gender to make sense 

of and to act on existential challenges. It enabled participants to inform, interpret 

relate and act the subtext from their individual contexts. Using performance as a point 

of departure thus offers opportunity to ‘explore attitudes which underpin behaviour’ 

and to illuminate understanding (Bundy, 2000:265). It thus creates a forum for 

coalescing, sharing and learning for the participants and the facilitators. It is through 

the process of objectification of their reality and ‘reflection upon’ it that participants’ 

consciousness is raised. This dialectic is a key to action (Freire, 1970:29). It especially 

facilitates understanding of the range of backgrounds from which participants come, 

their experiences, expectations and why they may act the way they do. This in turn 

provides a pretext for further action on relations of oppression and strategising for 

empowerment. The circle of relations method helped to deconstruct stereotypical 

ways of seeing in problem solving enabling participants to identify and examine 

issues informing oppressions and how they as individuals were implicated. This 

facilitated increased awareness and reflexivity, creating empathy, reflection and 

subsequent transformations based on increased awareness. It also facilitated an 

understanding of the interface of patriarchy, history, ideology and how they mediated 

thought and action in the process of negotiating women’s oppression. 
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Metaxis, liminality and rehearsing for life 

TfD provides liminal space enabling women and men to move from the 

representational to existential reality and drawing on their experiences as a frame to 

problematise their world. This enables women and men to share experiences, to 

problematise their world, rehearse strategies of action and to learn and gain skills and 

knowledge to take action in real life. Participants for instance using their stories of 

oppression as a pretext transformed these images of oppression into realistic 

situations. The transformation was achieved through participants improving the 

character’s awareness of oppression and her capacity to take action to change her own 

circumstances. For instance, in the initial Nsangi scenarios Nsangi was raped because 

she relied on strategies of pleading. In the recodifications, this action was reflected on 

through workshopping. She was empowered with the capacity to initiate action to 

fend off intending abusers. She applied life skills drawn from participants’ 

experiences as updated in rehearsal.  This process also helps them to think critically, 

to reflect on their past actions and develop new critical awareness - conscientisation. 

In other cases this knowledge was transferred into existential situations to transform 

potentially oppressive situations to empower as was the case of Hamza above who 

went to rescue his daughter. 

The problematisation of their experiences through cycles of planning, action and 

reflection provided multiple positions for reflexivity, highlighting similarities in their 

lived experiences as women and the contradictions between gender ideology and their 

experiences as women. While coding helped in the abstraction of their existential 

situation or the problematisation of their analyses of codifications, decodifications 

helped to ‘make explicit their real consciousness of the phenomena. This transformed 

it to an object of action, reflection and learning’ (Freire, 1994:96) enabling the 

development of awareness of the role of ideology in the oppression of women and 

positioned them to take action. The theatre frame then provided them with the 

laboratory to identify constraints, prepare and test the ingredients of resistance against 

oppression, and rehearse more egalitarian relations to be applied in real life (see also 

Boal, 1995:40 and   Youngman in Desai 1990:70). It facilitated rupturing of the 

gender frame, through action, and reflection. 
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The performance frame then functioned as a workshop for fixing and unfixing their 

experiences. The knowledge gained becomes the building blocks for action in real 

life. When they intervened in the fictional space as real people using real experiences, 

this transformed the theatre space into a liminal space for learning. New challenges 

that arose as a result of the interface of the two worlds, now a world of learning are 

constituted as a subject of praxis. Further interventions lead to new challenges which 

kept changing and growing – education and empowerment. Participants were then 

able to notice potential areas for action but also recognised limitations. This in turn 

positioned them to explore alternative strategies. For instance, after equipping Nsangi 

with awareness and life skills to act rape (power within) they soon recognised that this 

may not be enough. Subsequently they strategised to empower her further through 

rehearsing ways of involving the community - power with.   Foreman & Rudi 

described this form of power as having a ‘connectedness with significant others’ 

(1997:70).  

Participants explored answers to real life situations through  representational frame. 

They also explored both contexts within the production process and outside it to gain 

understanding, form opinions and make decisions. These decisions were not just 

about how they related to other participants as actors or participants within the roles. 

They fundamentally related to the new understanding and meaning about gender 

relations that they gained from this process. They therefore gain understanding and a 

capacity to apply it on stage as they would in real life and vice versa. The stage 

becomes a space for trying out their transformation and exploring the transformation 

in practice. Performing on the basis of increased awareness about relations of 

oppression, the theatre space also provides room for this knowledge to be tested. 

Participants ‘analyse their situation’ explore ‘possibilities of action and the 

implications of each course of action’ (Ahmadu Bello collective 1982 in Desai, 

1990:81).  

Involving men 

Involving men in feminist projects is crucial for the advancement of gender equity. 

Men can play a crucial role. ‘Fundamentalist’ feminists draw on essentialist 

perception of patriarchy as the problem thus positing men as the enemy. However, 

this fails to understand that women’s oppression is a function of a combination of 
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causes with lack of awareness being significant among these. Men, once conscientised 

about gender like women showed a capacity and commitment to act against women’s 

oppression. This positions men powerfully to affect the lives of women. It should 

however be noted that men tended to respond with ‘understanding’ where the women 

oppressed were their daughters. This may be explained culturally within the bonds of 

kinship. As I argue later in this discussion, this social dynamic can be explored as an 

opportunity to foster women’s empowerment. Men hold multiple statuses and wield 

power as father, elders, husbands and brothers. Power, as Lips (1991) argues, is vital 

for any social relationships. The difference for any feminist project is partly in how it 

is valued and utilised. Men who participate in problematising power through theatre 

get the opportunity to interact with women and experience their stories of oppression. 

 Through working with women and hearing from them, they are able to see, 

experience and understand what they are not able to know due to relations structured 

and limited by hierarchy and gender ideology. Drama enables men a different way of 

seeing through sharing experiences. Theatre allows women and men to perform and 

rehearse roles beyond what their sex and gender would normally permit. It provides 

them a first hand experience and a context of interaction that enables them to see 

gender afresh. This has the potential to move them from ignorance and inaction to 

awareness and action. This is possible because of knowledge enabled through 

participating in the drama and experiencing reality as it is lived and as an effect. For 

instance, male participants recognising the vulnerability of their daughters acted to 

limit oppression or recognised the importance of using their status and power to relate 

with them supportively. Men also have interest in the wellbeing of women. For 

instance, while a man may be inclined to oppress the wife, he is more likely to 

intervene and support his daughter and sister as kin members if they are oppressed. 

African men have been reported to be loyal and responsible for and supportive 

towards their sisters, daughters and mothers (Informant A, personal communication, 

May 15, 2004 and Potash, 1995:72). This can perhaps explain why motherhood is a 

source of power and influence especially when children grow older. One can thus tap 

into these cultural and power bases and appropriate them for action against 

oppression. Kinsmen have been known to discipline brothers in-law who abuse their 

sisters (Ogundipe–Leslie, 1994). The men are likely to act once they are aware they 
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have a stake. Kinship relations thus offer possibilities to enhance solidarities for 

women’s empowerment. This power can be harnessed to create capacity for action. 

The involvement of men also helped to provide understanding on how male bias 

structures perceptions and informs action. For example, men’s narratives of 

perseverance revealed the role of kinship in marginalising the women’s voice and 

experiences and subsequently their being oppressed. The value of such revelation 

which could only come to be known through men’s participation, is that it provides 

understanding upon which one can premise interventions that are informed and 

contextually relevant. For instance, research processes that reveal narratives of 

domination could identify and problematise the silences and deliberately give voice to 

them. This can be done by directing the process to explore the silences deliberately 

through action and reflection. Performing silences, as I call it, could help in raising 

consciousness about how the dominant ideology structures perceptions and informs 

experience, devaluing women’s experiences. Such a pretext is vital for a feminist 

praxis of exploring constructions of absence – a metaphor I use to denote systemic 

subversion. For if feminism as ‘paying attention to women’ (Austin, 1998) aims to 

create a more just world for the benefit of both women and men (hooks, 2000) then as 

Ogundipe-Leslie concludes, for sustainable humanisation ‘feminism is the business of 

both men and women, anywhere, and in Africa’ (1994:230). 

Challenges to the research process 

Culture gender blocks 

Women were more likely to step out of gendered ways of seeing and to reflect on 

relations of oppression more holistically than men. This could be partly attributed to 

their experiences being the focus of the research. Men tended more to explain and to 

stick to and draw from gender and cultural bases to explain relations of oppression. 

This can also be partly explained in the fear of losing power. Men therefore tended to 

isolate moments that directly fitted their notions of gender and power relations and 

patched them to create a narrative with no recourse to causality; to combine causally 

unrelated images from different frames, and to draw from gender ideology to 

construct a justificatory narrative and explain relations. This created a schism in the 

thought-action dialectic, undermined communication and de-linked thought from the 

premise of the experience that had generated it. Subsequently they tended to blame 
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women and explain women’s concerns and perception as deviance. This highlighted 

the capacity of ideology in mediating perception; men do not take responsibility for 

their actions. This leads to victim blame and the perception of oppressors as victims. 

They lose the capacity of thought-action because the gender-role ideology provides a 

manual of causation that cannot logically construct an explanation of underlying 

factors. Thus, traditional construction of women’s needs continued to limit men’s 

capacity to appreciate and engage with women’s oppression critically.  

Men’s tendency towards defensiveness and dialogue closure was most pronounced on 

the problematisation of male sexuality as gender oppression. Men were however 

dialogic when involved as parents (see discussion below). Even then their interest in 

discussing their daughter’s sexuality, like the women, was more about exerting and 

regaining control. The reinstatement of parental authority was aimed at countering the 

effect of poverty, modernity and globalisation and to foster traditional moral values. 

However, as noted earlier, the male sample was small and may not have been entirely 

typical or reliable to generalise from. It thus becomes important that future research 

about TfD focus on deconstructing these challenges to enable more dialogic 

engagements. Understanding this could, for instance, involve using methods such as 

peer-grouping participants initially on the basis of sex. Here groups work 

independently as has been the dominant norm in mixed sex TfD workshops (Eyoh, 

1991 and Kidd & Byram 1982). Perhaps men could feel freer exploring and 

problematising sexuality and this codification could provide the theoretical context for 

reflection in the joint workshop meeting. 

Sexuality and narrative closure 

Sex and sexuality related oppression was one area where it was most difficult to 

negotiate. Men were unwilling to engage in dialogue. This has been variously 

explained in the traditional construction of sex around procreation, and its 

legitimation within marriage relations where women’s needs are identified in the 

context of duty. Ogundipe-Leslie, drawing on Malick Ndiaye (1990) has accounted 

for it as a gender role paralysis that incapacitates the African man from ‘express[ing] 

tenderness in intimate relations’ (1994: 210-11). It is important to recognise that 

framing sexuality within gender and subject-object relations, gives men power over 

women’s sexuality. However, because men did not explain why they resisted 
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discussing their sexuality, one can only theorise that probably it was the threat of loss 

of this power that presented difficulties in negotiating sexuality. Perhaps this led them 

to defensiveness and narrative closure and to invoke culture and gender to invalidate 

women’s experiences and explain them as outside the mainstream of sexuality.  

Similarly, the traditional construction of male sexuality and prowess contributed to 

men’s tendency towards narrative closure and invalidation of women’s claims to 

sexual oppression, constructed as the active subject in sexual relations. Men find 

difficulty with women, perceived as objects in sex relations, calling them to account 

or to improve their act. They interpret this as a challenge to their manhood and will 

therefore tend to use gender-specific put-downs to invalidate women’s experiences as 

deviant desire, abnormal and prostitution. For example, instead of addressing the 

women’s concerns, Zigizigi essentialised all women, except his mother, as loose. 

Similarly, Hamza advanced a biochemical theory of sexual compatibility to account 

for what women identified as men’s poor performance. Wakawaka dismissed them as 

vulnerable stir-fry vegetables. Similarly, when men focus on gender expectations to 

explain experiences in sexuality, they perceive themselves as victims of materialistic 

sexually deviant women indisposed towards perseverance. This then presents a 

problem as it attempts to whip women into silence.  

Oscillations 

Participants showed learning in some areas, no learning in other areas or apparent 

regressions in others. Negotiation proceeds in a forwards and backwards motif. Freire 

has argued that in the process of conscientisation, and particularly in the intermediate 

stage of naïve-transitive consciousness, learners often relapse to the semi-intransitive 

level of consciousness (1970). For instance, fatalism was a recurring feature, 

particularly in the early cycles. This manifested mostly when participants were 

confronted with the constant of poverty. For example, in the case where Nsangi’s 

initiatives and the parents’ support for her did not provide a long-term solution to her 

problem, her pregnancy was perceived as terminal. Participants and the community 

tended to strategise within relations of dependency to ‘salvage’ her. Relapses were 

also precipitated by enduring gender perceptions and values which could not be 

addressed within a one-off research project. Participants with lower education and 

mostly the elderly often receded to doing gender within traditional gender-role for 
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purposes of maintaining harmony. Women often drew from nature to justify multiple 

sexual partners and sex-related violence by men as natural. This should not indicate 

failure. Change is a process and not all people will change, and at the same time if at 

all. Perceptions cannot be fixed in a single workshop. As Nicholson (2005) observed, 

where transformation happens ‘it is a gradual and cumulative process’ 

(2005:12).While this experience as feedback should be valued as pretexts for praxis, it 

also points to the need for an integrated and sustained approach to addressing 

challenges to gender equity, some of which are rooted in consciousness and historical 

conditions.  For as Freire observes there is a need to sustain conscientisation to 

overcome ‘cultural myths’ that persist ‘despite the new reality’ (1970:48). 

Problematic empowerments 

Boal’s image of a spect-actor rehearsing from a revolution through practising how to 

throw a bomb (1979) is a very compelling metaphor for the dialectical relationship 

between acting and living as empowerment. However, the assumption is that the 

performer will use the understanding and skills against oppression. It is also probable 

that this new awareness and capacity can be used in problematic ways and in contexts 

over which the facilitator has no influence. I have considered such experiences from 

the workshops and discussed them in this section as problematic empowerments. In 

some instances participants felt empowered in ways that conflicted with feminist 

notions of empowerment. For instance, some women felt empowered enough not to 

worry if men left them because they could always get another man to take care of 

them – as it happened with Mrs. Musoke in the Enaku scenario (see Miriam on page 

238). Some women having acted men and experienced power expressed a desire to 

always act male parts so they may be in charge. Although the particular actress acted 

the role of the rich man who aided the wife of a poor and irresponsible husband, the 

power she stressed was not of enhancing the woman’s capacity, but that of 

domination and control expressed through having many wives. 

Even when women have transcended stereotypes of dependency, initiated action, 

rehearsed and resisted successfully, this action may not immediately be transformed 

into confidence in their own capacity for action. For instance, after rehearsing life 

skills in episodes of attempted rape (see anticipating rape and rehearsing resistance 

page 165) women still felt vulnerable explaining their success not in new awareness 
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and subsequent action but in luck and divine intervention. Yosofina talked of feeling, 

‘a lot of fear’. She said ‘even right now my heart is still beating hard. I was lucky that 

God helped me’ ([5A: GD: 023]).  In instances where relapses were experienced, like 

in the case above, this challenge underpins the eclectic nature of the theatre process 

and the need for integrated approaches to empowerment. It also implies learning and 

empowerment cannot be premised on one cycle of activity but that it requires a 

sustained and reflective approach, reinforcing areas of learning and acting on areas 

that do not indicate development.  

Privileging histories and experience 

The TfD agenda in Africa has tended to focus on the community needs as the point of 

departure. This research, beginning with individuals’ experiences, revealed this a 

significant factor informing how participants perceive and relate. A strategy for 

negotiating gender needs to take cognisance of the role of the participants’ 

experiences. This factor is significant where cooperation, collectives and solidarity are 

of strategic value to women’s empowerment initiatives. Participants’ perceptions of 

gender and how they respond to women’s oppression are shaped by past encounters 

with gender related experiences. This is exemplified by Man B of Mulwadde II who, 

because of similar but unresolved experiences in his life, openly supported the abuse 

of girls. Women with experiences of ‘losing’ their men to other women tended to 

distrust fellow women and to promote the use of violence against fellow women. TfD 

processes and particularly feminist praxis call for personal commitment to action. To 

achieve this there is a need to emphasise reflection as being of equal importance as 

action in TfD praxis. This would help participants come to terms with and make sense 

of their past experiences – as an ideal premise for action and reflection. 

Female bias 

I have discussed the limitation of bias when an intervention programme is defined in 

limiting terms such as women’s oppression. Empowerment strategies framed on 

gender equity are often premised on the assumptions of women as victims. Power 

being central to gender, men are likely to perceive themselves as potential targets for 

disempowerment. This could evoke defensiveness and often outright resistance as it 

happened particularly with the problematisation of sexuality. Women are initially 

inclined to claim the agenda and thereby precipitate antagonism as happened at the 
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beginning of this project. The uneven proportion of women and men in the workshop 

was a key variable. Generally, men felt the workshop agenda and the subsequent 

experience it generated skewed towards women’s issues. Some said they felt under-

represented and marginalised. This makes it difficult to generalise the findings. 

Perhaps a more inclusive strategy would be a holistic approach focusing on the range 

of conditions that oppress women in the context of community development and how 

addressing these could help to empower the community or the family.  

Resources 

Resources to facilitate TfD have been central in discussions about ownership and its 

capacity for empowerment. Facilitation for TfD which has often included ‘transport 

refund’ has been attributed to domestication for example, when NGOs prescribe the 

agenda.  This has also been advanced to explain the instrumental and the 

transformational capacity of theatre (Chinyowa, 2005). This feature as a problem of 

facilitation and resources has manifested in what Kerr (1995) has called ‘development 

jingoism’ whereby facilitators emphasise outcomes compatible to NGO aims but 

which do not impact on the people. What I have observed is that participants who 

have been involved in sponsored programs with NGOs maintain expectations of 

remuneration regardless. These expectations are more pronounced when working with 

poor communities who do not have fixed sources of income. Some value participation 

projects primarily if it makes a contribution towards their survival needs. The more 

you can pay the more likely you are to get a more representative sample. Participants’ 

expectations are a big challenge for an individual mainly when participation in the 

project is also linked to subsistence needs. Participants’ survival in turn became a 

threat to my own survival as I had to draw from meagre family resources to sustain it. 

The project was also threatened because I was drawing from the project time to be 

involved in fundraising activities to support the project owing to my limited resources 

(see discussion on page 112). If one is to premise research on participation and to 

engage with men and women, resources thus remain a key challenge.  
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CHAPTER TEN 

GENERAL CONCLUSION  

This project was concerned with exploring the potential, opportunities and constraints 

of Theatre for Development (TfD) in advancing gender equity in Uganda. It sought to 

understand the gender issues as perceived and experienced by women and men, how 

the theatre process informed the context and what this may imply for gender and TfD 

praxis. In this chapter I provide a summary of the study. I then discuss constraints and 

limitations and make recommendations for praxis and further research.  

Summary of the study 

I set a context for women’s oppression and the use of theatre for advancing gender 

equity in Uganda. I explained it in British colonial policies, traditional gender beliefs 

and postcolonial misrule. It is these conditions that led to two major movements; the 

women’s movement and the National resistance movement. I considered how NRM 

provided conditions that advanced the women’s movement. I then discussed how the 

NRM used theatre for its mobilisation and development and argued that this 

instrumental use developed into theatre focussing on women’s issues.  

Owing to the research project being part of ongoing dialogues of women’s 

empowerment, I identified power, development, gender equity and negotiation as the 

theoretical concepts underpinning the study. I situated women’s oppression as part of 

a colonial legacy of imperialism, systemic exploitation and the conception of power 

as control and domination. I drew on feminist conceptions of power as creating 

capacity and empowerment and Freire’s (1994) theory of conscientisation centring the 

human being in development agendas. I argued that given the ideological basis of 

oppression problematising perceptions was a key to reflection and action. Taking 

Austin’s (1998) definition of feminism as ‘paying attention to women’ I discuss 

gender as a social script people are assigned and learn to perform and as an institution 

that structures people’s lives disproportionately (Lorber 1994 and West & 

Zimmerman 1987). I drew on Post-colonial feminist theory to advance the importance 

of appreciating socio-historical factors contextually as part of the conceptual matrix in 

feminist praxis. Drawing on Freire’s dialogics as an appropriate premise for action, I 

concluded that negotiation operated at the individual and collective level and that it 
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was an on-going process necessitating participation of men and women for 

sustainable feminist agency.  

I argued that literature on TfD and Gender was limited and, that women’s issues were 

subsumed under the general development agendas of the sponsors. I concluded that 

the projects were generally prescriptive and did not privilege women’s voices. I then 

illustrated this gap with a discussion of the Ugandan context from which I drew to 

justify my study and develop my methodology.  

I noted that while these initiatives created space for women to perform en masse this 

shortfall was the failure to facilitate ownership and authentic participation and the 

alienation of men.  I then highlighted the thematic and methodological insights gained 

including the capacity of games to enhance participation, gender-sensitive workshop 

planning, and the audio methods of data collection. Thematically, I discussed how the 

Isis workshops revealed the significance of culture and ideology in the construction of 

women’s oppression and the significance of drawing on men’s and women’s voices to 

understand and negotiate gender equity.  

Having appreciated the limitations and highlighted insights gained from the earlier 

experiences, I advanced participation as a tenet of my methodology. I discussed the 

appropriateness of the action research methodology and especially the spiral 

components of reflection and action in TfD praxis.  I concluded that the feminist 

method enabled voices and experiences as pretexts for social analysis.  I argued that 

theatre as codification executed within action research cycles was useful in 

conscientisation and in creating critical distancing and for problematising experience. 

I demonstrated how feminist methodology enhanced understanding of women’s 

oppression and how theatre could function to advance it. 

I then discussed how storytelling performance enhanced participation and ownership. 

Perseverance and desire emerged as categories for analysis. I then considered how 

the process revealed the structural embeddedness of women’s oppression and how 

this provided a pretext for problematising the notions of perseverance and desire and 

exploring participants’ experiences as the agenda for reflection and action. 

Noting the significance of beginning from participants’ reality, I identified variations 

in how men and women made sense of their experiences of perseverance. I concluded 
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that there was male bias in men’s perception of perseverance informed by kinship, 

patrilocality, culture and gender role ideology. Kinship also fostered complicity 

implicating women in the oppression of other women. I argued that gender ideology 

constructed perseverance as strength and that this operated by rewarding compliance 

with dividends of discrimination and enforced gender-realignment of deviants through 

gender policing.  

Arguing that perseverance was constructed through systemic silence, I advanced that 

mythicisation interfaced with patriarchy to disempower and silence women. Against 

this background I then discussed how problematising silence facilitated naming and 

subsequently transformation in participants’ understanding. I argued that this revealed 

structural relations in perseverance and oppression and enabled reinterpretation of 

perseverance as oppression. I discussed how exploring external oppression revealed 

challenges and limitations that were particular to women and how the process 

negotiated capacity and hierarchies of oppression. This broadened women’s 

individual and collective capacity against dependence. I then considered the 

ideological basis of gender oppression by exploring how motherhood, marriage and 

kinship interfaced to cause recurrent fatalism and that this mediated the process of 

negotiating gender equity. I concluded that poverty and challenges of materialising 

new awareness to meet participants’ survival needs was a main cause of relapse into 

fatalism.     

Considering the problematisation of desire I discussed participants’ perception of the 

nature of women’s desire and how they were perceived as weak-minded temptresses 

and a liability to others’ marriages. Exploring contexts of desire I highlighted the 

development of participants’ consciousness from semi-intransitivity to women 

beginning to explain desire in the quality of gender performance by men as providers 

and in terms of sexuality and communication. I concluded that desire was culturally 

constructed and exacerbated by women’s dependence which was socio-historically 

constructed. I illustrated this with examples of how women performed perseverance 

and managed desire to influence outcomes in relationships with men. Discussing how 

these debates as part of the research phase of TfD were codified through images and 

scenarios, I argued that poverty, dependence and survival mediated women’s desire. 

Poverty interfaced with gender to undermine communication, exacerbate domestic 
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and intra-gender violence and this acted as desire triggers for love and a better life. I 

then considered the process of crystallising scenarios into a performance for the 

community. I highlighted how gender informed plotting and how women in life and 

through theatre strategised within relations of dependency for survival and 

empowerment. Drawing on notions of liminality I posited that the in-between space of 

the representational and existential contexts was transformative and that situating 

desire in this liminal space led to increased awareness and transformations of attitude. 

I concluded that women-to-women violence was an act of powerlessness owing partly 

to semi-intransitive awareness.  

I then provided an overview of the research findings noting that perseverance and 

desire were ideologically informed social-cultural constructions aimed at fostering 

domestication of women. I identified poverty as the overarching factor exacerbating 

the oppression of women. It preoccupied them with survival imperatives and limited 

their capacity to strategise in the long term. I contended that poverty interfaced with 

traditional values of respect and deference to exacerbate women’s oppression. After 

reflecting on the potential of TfD to advance gender equity, I highlighted women’s 

experiences in developing physical and mental wellbeing. Theatre enhanced 

awareness of women’s vulnerability and motivated men to take action against 

oppression of women in real life situations. I argued that the TfD form was suitable 

for negotiating gender equity through creating a participative women-friendly 

atmosphere, enhancing solidarity and building confidence. I then concluded that 

involving men enabled understanding of their perceptions of gender and that 

conscientised men could act against women’s oppression.  

I concluded this discussion by appreciating the challenges of negotiating gender 

through TfD. These were mainly ideological and cultural blocks such as the 

unwillingness of men to problematise their sexuality, and schisms in thought-action, 

communication and when participants drew from gender ideology and nature to 

explain experience. I then considered the notion of problematic empowerments. Here 

I argued that negotiations do not proceed in a linear motion and that participants may 

manifest relapses and empowerments that are fatalistic, domesticating or potentially 

oppressive. I however argued that development in awareness and capacity for action 

required sustained effort and reflexivity (see also Kompaore 2005: 26). I mentioned 
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that by prescribing a women’s empowerment agenda as a priority, this could lead to 

experiences and perceptions of alienation and partly explain men’s resistance to 

dialogue. I concluded by highlighting, among others factors a need for a holistic 

dialogic and collaborative strategy between stakeholders in TfD and development 

partners with TfD. I stressed the importance to TfD praxis for NGOs to build 

reflection and documentation into their methodology. I also recommended that 

programs strategise to enhance women’s statuses and to work with children and the 

unmarried as participants. 

Constraints and further implications 

This section gives an overview of constraints of the research experience that I have 

discussed in the preceding chapters (see research context, pages 108-118; see also 

games and exercises, page, 123; challenges, 180-190, 239 and 259-264). I have 

discussed how my sex, class and capacity to facilitate the participants in terms of 

allowances as having had the potential of creating a relationship of dependency, 

powerlessness and subsequently domesticity. There were instances when women 

performed appreciation in ways that indicated deference. I also noted that the women 

were very protective of me especially where they felt the men were making demands 

that may upset me and undermine the project. This situation and power relation had 

the potential of influencing the reliability of the nature of their responses during the 

research. I attempted to address this problem using the triangulation of responses 

through the cycles of the process. 

Whereas the research drew from the experiences of men and women, the low ratio of 

men to women, as I have mentioned severally, implies that the conclusions of the 

study may not be generalised but are representative of the experiences of the men who 

participated. The insights gained however provide a pretext for reflection and action. 

Another constraint that I highlighted relates to the environment and the health of 

participants. The method of talking into the recorder was aimed at minimising 

background noise and maximising data collection. This as I have noted created 

confidence among the participants and allowed orderly discussion that was useful in 

analysis. The change in strategy, owing to the health of participants, to have them 

contribute games was a great source of learning and empowerment as discussed. 
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The voices that informed this research were of adults and offered an adult point of 

view. Their way of seeing was constituted within the ideology of gender and marriage 

and from the point of view of adults. There was an absence of children’s voice as well 

as unmarried adults. This was mainly because traditionally gender relationships are 

constructed and projected within family contexts. The conclusions of this study can 

therefore not be said to be representative of women and men except that of adults in 

marriage contexts. However this experience has been significant in highlighting the 

challenges of voice within praxis as I discuss under ‘involving children’ in the next 

section. 

I have also discussed how gender-role expectation and my inability to remunerate 

men sufficiently led to a disproportionate number of men participating. I thus had a 

comparatively smaller number of men who shared experiences of being overwhelmed. 

This may have led to silencing men or emphasising the voices and experiences of 

women while undercutting that of men I have also highlighted how prescribing gender 

led to experiences of marginalisation of men and possibly their reaction of 

defensiveness and dialogue closure. I also discussed the constraint of language. The 

workshops were run predominantly in Luganda, which was not my first language. I 

had also to translate the dialogues from Luganda into English. I relied on participants 

and the research assistant for translation. My translations which appear in this report 

are an interpretation. However, as I noted earlier, I have consulted with the research 

assistant and other sources where, in my judgement, I needed another opinion.  

Further recommendations 

Holistic strategy and collaboration 

Ewu (1999:95) and Laughlin (1995:11) acknowledge the significance of using a 

‘multi-pronged’ approach to address development concerns in TfD praxis and 

feminism respectively. While Ewu advances collaboration mainly in the context of 

theatre and the Mass media, her argument underlies a need for collaboration between 

TfD initiatives with other development partners. A collaborative approach that is 

structured to involve all stakeholders is the ideal approach. Kabeer (1994:234) has 

cautioned against the fallacy of the magic bullet mentality which underpins the 

significance of sustained and collaborative efforts in addressing issues of 

empowerment. ‘Development cannot be made without an honest dialogue involving 
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different subjects learning from each other, respecting each other’s knowledge, and 

working together to understand and solve their problems’ (Nogueira, 2002a:107). 

Such partners are crucial in follow-up to address issues that cannot be accomplished 

through one form of intervention. Examples include information and support for legal 

aid or counselling for women traumatised by abuse.  

Feminist praxis should consider a holistic approach to understanding women’s 

oppression within the context of family and community and how this interfaces in 

national and global relations (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1994). In this process, emphasis 

should be placed on the benefits and value of women’s empowerment to the well-

being of individual, family and community members. This would be useful as it 

would locate development attempts within the development framework of the 

community. This will also help to address limitations of reductionist approaches that 

focus only on gender and fail to apprehend the diversity of relations of oppression and 

the specificity of women’s experiences. This will enable dynamic praxis that is 

informed by contextual authentic knowledge. 

Exploring alternative status areas 

I mentioned at the start of this discussion that women’s oppression was exacerbated 

by the devaluation of women’s status bases and the exclusion or marginalisation of 

women from the more powerful statuses that came into being following colonialism 

(see discussion; pages 17-19). Exploring other status avenues, for instance education 

and membership of women’s organizations as power with is significant in the 

empowerment of women. Women with no education, uprooted from community 

support networks and who have also lost traditional status bases rely mainly on 

wifehood in marriage for support.  Exploring alternative status bases will enhance 

women’s capacity, sense of self-worth and human value. Women’s diminished status 

base undermines their capacity for self-support and thus increases dependency. While 

enhancing women’s economic capacity is a priority in addressing dependence, 

literacy, formal education and reproductive health education are also important 

strategies to give women more control. For instance, enabling women to plan 

motherhood or marriage is one of the strategies that would help build women’s 

capacity to renegotiate gender relations. This would foster relations of mutual respect 
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and complementarity. This implies a need for integrated strategies including theatre 

and for feminist praxis to focus on younger people where there is a problematic gap.  

Involving the children 

Narratives of women’s empowerment through theatre have not privileged children’s 

voices (including those of this research). Experiences of adult men and women have 

been dominant over those of children. This is partly because the world is defined as 

adults see it and would like it to be. Secondly, intervention programs, including those 

meant to benefit children, rarely target children as participants. Social values being 

predominantly structured around gender roles in adulthood, limits the validation of 

experiences of children and unmarried people within marriage and family. These are 

relations of dominance and deference structured around hierarchies of power. This 

framework silences the voices of the young and unmarried. Affirmative thought-

action should be directed towards enabling the silences. Whereas Byram and Kidd 

appropriately posit that asking the question whose interests are actually being served 

(1982:286) is key to conscientisation, it is important that we also ask whose interests 

are not being served. Then we will be able to recognise, acknowledge and confront 

the silences. 

It is crucial that feminist praxis deliberately focuses on working with younger people 

valuing and exploring their experiences for their empowerment. It is important to 

recognise that besides gender, hierarchical relations premised on seniority and 

deference are key instruments in oppression. Experiences within such relations 

socialise young people as future oppressors of women and children. When 

interventions are introduced to them in adulthood it is often late as they will have 

formed rigid gender attitudes. Involving young people in ‘drama 

experiences…offer[s] them opportunities to explore and interrogate society and social 

behaviour’ (Bundy, 2000:265).  Thus, the agenda of children as children should be 

given value through privileging the experiences of younger people and by involving 

them. This will also help to truly educate the adults. 

Research 

The relationship between practice, research and theory as interdependent has been 

widely advanced by feminist and performance theorists (hooks, 2000; Nicholson, 
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2005; Stanley & Wise, 1993; and Taylor, 2000). Feminists in particular argue that 

these must relate to and draw on experience. While the researcher’s reflexivity and 

consciousness about her/his role in research is important in informing theory and 

practice (Stanley & Wise, 1993), in situations where most TfD work is sponsored by 

NGOs, there is a need to deliberately embed research and reflexive components into 

the TfD. Theory as making sense of experience and practice and explaining practice 

and experience is important for interventions that are contextually relevant to the 

specific needs of women and men. My field research indicated a general lack of 

records. Reports generally comprised outlines of venues of performances, 

geographical area, group and company profiles and synopsis of plays and memoranda 

from community leaders asking for more performances ‘due to public demand’. There 

is a need to structure research reports beyond narratives of the plots on head-counting 

of audience to include reflections, analyses, and participants’ voices as feedback. 

Audio-visual methods of data collection are appropriate for observation and data 

collection given the very eclectic, ephemeral and dynamic nature of TfD experience. 

This is particularly relevant in a context that draws from an oral performance 

background (Abah, 2003). As Ogundipe-Leslie (1994) has observed, more research is 

required on ‘what African women themselves, particularly, the working class and the 

peasantry think about themselves as women, their ideology and what agenda they 

have for themselves, daily and historically’ (1994:223-24).  

Concluding remark 

To advance praxis and dialogue on gender equity in TfD it is important that 

researchers and practitioners privilege the voices and the experiences of the 

participants. Whereas instrumental approaches to theatre aimed at addressing people’s 

existential needs such as provision of safe drinking water and the participation of 

women and vulnerable community members are important, addressing gender 

inequities will require using strategies that will enable exploring and understanding 

the root causes of women’s oppression. This requires an integrated approach that 

involves stakeholders and development partners beyond those directly engaged with 

theatre. What is important within this praxis is development of theory that draws on 

people’s experience and their perceptions.  It will also be useful to appreciate the 

human dimension of development especially conscientisation as very crucial for TfD 

praxis. The oppression of women which draws from socio-historical factors has been 
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embedded in a gender ideology that calls for continuous problematisation. This 

process and experience provides a foundation for theory that will inform praxis and 

agency.  
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APPENDIX 1 

LIST OF GAMES 

Let’s make a story  

Participants form a circle and begin (often in a clock-wise direction) creating an 

impromptu story. Without hesitating each participant adds a word or phrase.  

Alibaba 

Participants stand in a circle. One of them begins by improvising dance motifs to a 

rhythmic chant of “Alibaba and the forty thieves”. Other participants imitate her/him. 

The next participant introduces another motif.  

Blindfold 

Participants stand in a circle. An object is placed at a point in the circle. One 

participant is selected and given time to observe the item. S/he is then blindfolded in 

the middle of the circle and turned around. S/he is given limited time to locate the 

item, with the blindfold on. Other participants freeze. Often the blind folded person 

fails to locate the item. The game is repeated. This time, a volunteer, from among the 

participants, directs him/her regarding how many steps to take and in which direction 

to move so as to reach the item. The game is concluded and the participant’s blindfold 

removed when s/he reaches the object. 

Bomb and Shield  

Each participant decides in who will be his/her bomb and at the game leader’s 

prompting s/he endeavours to avoid the bomb without leaving the room. s/he stop at 

the next prompting. Next they decide who will be their protection (shield) from the 

bomb. They then move at the next prompting to shield themselves (Clifford and 

Herrmann, 1999:47) 

Chinese whisper 

Participants stand/sit in a circle. One participant is asked to whisper a short message 

or phrase in the ear of the person next to him/her (either to the left or the right).  The 

activity continues till it reaches the person who first whispered. S/he then will 
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mention loudly the whisper. It is then that s/he mentions the original whisper. The 

group then establishes if there is a variation. Discussions may follow reflecting on the 

experience. 

Ekibobo  

There are variations of this game. We used the same principle as in Alibaba (see 

above) 

Ekikira kino (this tail of mine)  

Participants stand in a circle, and the leader takes position in the circle. The leader 

puts his/her hand behind the back and holds the wrist of their write hand with the left 

hand. As he hops forward singing ‘ekikira kino’ they motion the right hand imitating 

the movement of the tail of a sheep. This movement corresponds within a pelvic 

movement that become more pronounced as s/he hops towards a person in the circle. 

He is ‘pushed’ away and so he hops to another person and is also turned away. And so 

the game continues. 

Entangle/Professor 

One participant is sent off-stage. Other participants hold hands and crisscross to form 

a web. The offstage participant returns and attempts to disentangle them within a 

specified time- usually a few minutes –without undoing their hands. This game was 

adapted to our contexts with the following situation ‘they are patients in their dying 

minutes and s/he was a professor from a big University’ (Beat’s journal, day 2). 

Enyonyi 

Participants stand close in a circle and hold hands. One participant takes position in 

the centre of the circle. S/he sings the lead part ‘enyonyi’. The others answer ‘terima 

muwemba, esanga mulimire’ as the person in the circle tries to escape from the circle 

without using force.  

Ekyuma  

Participants stand in pairs forming two lines facing each other. Each pair holds hands 

slightly above their heads and leave sufficient space for a pair of two people to walk 
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through. When the song is begun, each pair moves their held hands alternately in an 

up and down wave motion. This created a chainlike movement of road construction 

machinery after whose motion this game was invented. A pair of participants, at one 

end of the line, dances through the line holding both hands and bowing their torso like 

they were passing through a short door. The pair that was next to them follows 

closely. Each pair emerging at the other end of the line assumes a standing posture 

and resumes the chainlike motion of their hands. The game continues in endless 

collaborative motion. 

Gonya 

Sheets of newspapers or leaves are positioned randomly on the ground to represent 

islands. One participant acts the crocodile that is awakened by drum rhythms played 

at different intervals. When the drums go silent, the crocodile goes to sleep. It is then 

that people go to collect water from the lake. On the sound of the drum the crocodile 

wakes. Villagers have to get to an island or they will be eaten by the reptile. The 

islands are reduced in number and size as the game progresses (see Frogs and 

alligators, Clifford & Herrmann, 1999:59).   

Greet, argue and make up  

Participants begin by mingling in mass and seemingly aimless movement. One 

identifies another person with whom they meet, greet, argue with and then reconcile 

(Clifford & Herrmann, 1999:47-48). 

Hands off 

Participants get into pairs ‘and label each other A and B. They remove ornaments, 

‘rings or watches they are wearing. A closes her/his eyes and spends a minute feeling 

B’s hands… then B moves away from A and stands in a new place. A tries to find 

her/his partner with her/his eyes closed by touching the hands of people whom she/he 

meets on the way. When A finds B, [they] swap over’ (Clifford & Herrmann, 

1999:54-5). 
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Jajja’s maido 

This game is similar to Grandmother’s footsteps (see also Grandmother’s keys, 

Clifford & Herrmann, 1999:58).  

Jumping beans 

Participants do a variety of movements depending on the prompt from the person 

leading the game. For instance, on the prompt of ‘jumping beans’ participants jump in 

position.  

Kamulema 

This uses the same principle as Alibaba (above). 

Kapa egoba goba  

This game is known elsewhere as ‘cat and mouse’ (see Clifford & Herrmann, 

1999:43-44).  

Mingle (also called the train)  

Participants mill around varying speed with the pace at which the leader chants 

“Mingle”. When s/he mentions a number for instance “three” the participants rush to 

form clusters of three. Those who cannot make the number fall out. This continues till 

one or two people are left. 

Mix mix  

This game is an adaptation called ‘person to person’ whereby at the game leader’s 

prompting, participants pair and bring different body parts into contact (See also 

Clifford & Herrmann, 1999:43).  

Mother Duck 

The leader goes to the front of the line and leads other participants. They move in 

squatting position imitating mother duck with her ducklings following in a line or 

serpentine formation.  
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Moto  

Participants stand in a line with the leader at the front. As s/he sings the song, s/he 

improvises actions. Those behind her/him imitate the action(s) and change when s/he 

changes. Most of the movements are of a martial/military drill character. The activity 

is an improvisation of mobilisation songs NRA/M fighters used during the guerrilla 

war. As I mentioned in the discussion on games participants who were army veterans 

introduced this song/game. 

Pass the ball 

Participants stand in a semi-circle, bending slightly in forward position. One then 

begins the activity by ‘passing the ball’ to another participant in the circle.  This 

involves clapping one’s hands in the direction of the person s/he is sending the ball to. 

One has to mention the name of the person s/he is sending the ball to simultaneously 

as s/he claps the hands. Those who mention names that do not correspond to the 

person they pass the ball to leave the circle. As the circle gets smaller, the pace 

increases. 

Shake shake  

This game is a variation of nursery games aimed at teaching children names of fruits 

and parts of their body through exercise. The leader takes central position in a circle. 

S/he mentions parts of the body such as knees and toes while touching them.  

Rukaruka 

The leader takes centre position in the circle and other participants imitate her/him 

varying movement that imitate siting and standing postures. This is alternated with 

jumping and running on spot. The participants take turns to lead the exercise. 

Simon says/Do this 

Participants stand in a circle. One participant stands in the centre. When s/he says ‘do 

this’ they imitate his action. When s/he says ‘do that’ they are supposed not to shift to 

the new movement the leader has changed to but maintain the movement they are 

doing. 
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Yelele Yelele 

Participants stand in a circle. Each person faces the back of the person in front of 

him/her. The participants then move in a clockwise or anti-clockwise direction 

following a prompt for the exercise leader. The game is mainly used to motivate 

participants move focus on their goals, have discipline and to work as a team.  The 

leader introduces and varies the movements in the course of the game by asking 

participants to execute certain actions on rhythm. This may include, jumping, 

dancing, marching and any other action aimed at exercising the body. Participants 

take turns leading the game. Each person is encouraged to vary movements. (This 

exercise is also called ‘Songa Mbele’. It is an adaptation from the NRA bush 

war/mobilisation songs. I learnt in from the women who participated in the Isis-I and 

II Projects.  

The wind is blowing 

The participants sit on chairs/stand in a circle.  The chairs/spaces available are short 

by one person. The extra person stands in the circle and identifies for instance people 

with shirts and says “the wind is blowing towards people with shirts. Every person 

with a shirt is expected to move to another seat. The leader has to get a vacant seat 

before it’s taken. The person unable to find a seat then identifies feature e.g. black 

shoes and so the game continues in the same pattern. 

Touch three things 

The facilitator names three things and the participants run to touch them in succession 

and return to their original positions (see also ‘points of contact’, Clifford & 

Herrmann, 1999:43-44).  

Trust circles  

Participants form a circle and one takes position in the centre of it. S/he closes her 

eyes and, keeping her/his body in a vertical position, falls into the hands of other 

participants who gently move her/his body around the circle (see for variation and 

detailed description, Clifford & Herrmann, 1999:55). 

 



 

A8 

Wayiya  

The leader of this exercise leads the participants into a jogging movement in a circle 

formation. S/he keeps pausing and motioning the different body parts that are aching 

and need exercise. Participants take turns leading the game. 
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APPENDIX 2 

JOURNAL EXCERPT: BEAT’S JOURNAL, DAY 1 

Space is quite limiting. We are squashed on a veranda of a school, close to a 

Pentecostal Church and it is inevitable to move. Most of the women know the church 

songs and are humming or tapping their feet to the rhythm while the men complain of 

the noise [coming from the church]. The group must move. 

We have moved to an agreed venue – one of the participants’ veranda; too close to the 

road. Actually part of us are in the road, but [we] feel at least a distance from the 

noise [from church]. The owner of this house is in charge [of] women affairs in this 

village and is often busy [attending to women’s issues]. 

They make ground rules that will guide them through the process, among which is: 

 Respect for one another 

 No drinking before the workshop sessions [aimed particularly at the male 

participants, two of whom are tipsy] 

 Keeping time…. 

It is worth noting that even at the beginning; the numbers of the women are 

overwhelming. Of the twenty five participants – only three [are] men … except for 

one [a fourth]…who strays and surprisingly stays to the end of the project. 

One of the men [a participant] in the group narrates that the group boasts of 300 

members [but only] 15 are men: 

 Will this affect the research? 

 Can these 4 men be heard over the 21 women? 

 Will they comfortably share what they believe or their own life experiences? 

 How will they manage the overpowering [voices] of the women? 

 Do they feel overpowered anyway? 

It should be noted that most women are speaking three quarters of the entire meeting 

and the men [are] often shut down or their views [are] watered down. [Some] did not 

actually say anything except for one who was asking about pay for having come to the 

workshop. And the women still bogged him down and silent. 
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APPENDIX 3 

PLOTTING THE NARRATIVE OF PERSEVERANCE 

Group II Story: women do not talk those things. 

The story was performed in a traditional storytelling narrative style. The performer 

began by introducing herself, welcoming the participants and thanking them for 

turning up in big numbers.  

There once lived a girl who was given to her elder sister, a teacher to live with. The 

sister had a boyfriend who was also a teacher and he lived with them. Soon the man 

started making advances to this girl. Remember that this girl was just thirteen. The 

breasts were beginning to show and the bum (gestures big size). But the girl declined 

his advances. She said, “I came to study and besides, I fear my sister and besides, how 

can you a man of the house begin to admire me like that?” The girl could not talk to 

her sister about it. The man began finding excuses to make her life difficult. The man 

started finding reason to accuse the girl especially when they were in bed with the 

wife. He would say, “it appears that girl no longer gives me respect, I tell her to boil 

me tea, to warm bathing water for me, she does not do it; that Child!” This was all 

because the girl declined his advances. Then the sister started harassing the girl, “Why 

don’t you show respect for our husband? Did you come here just to eat?”, and such 

things as you as a woman would experience. The child went and reported the matter 

to the headmaster. But he told her “a woman does not talk of those things” (turning to 

women participants), you know these things we counsel our children on. The 

Headmaster said “if we were not of the same clan, I would have turned you to myself 

given your looks”. When the girl went to share her problems with friends they instead 

laughed at her and said, “Nga you are falla, instead of fleecing the man you are just 

wasting time”. They laughed at her. (Addressing participants) you know these girls of 

today.  And so they told her, “Jessica, you should be getting his money … and if your 

sister gets to know, you can push her to the side and take her place”. The girls then 

sent her to take a letter to the brother in law. She left the letter on the table. Her sister 

found it and this created animosity. The man fuelled it. She accused Nsangi of 

scheming to steal her husband. The sister chased her and she returned to her father’s 

home.  So she encouraged them to marry the child off and the parents then gave her 
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into marriage. But the girl ran away from the man. They returned her to marriage by 

force because they had eaten the bride price.   
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APPENDIX 4 

STORYING PERSEVERANCE 

Participants shared a range of stories to illustrate the notion of perseverance.  

Tale One  

(Performed by Nambogo) 

There lived a man who had three wives. These women were patient and a persevering 

lot.  They worked as a team and followed the word of their husband to the letter. He 

was a man who drank a lot. He would cross a stream to other villages to go and drink. 

Between his home and the villages there was a stream. One had to straddle across a 

lean pole that acted as a bridge in order to reach the other end. At home he had made 

it a rule that said “whoever feels that she loves me and would like to stay as my wife, 

whenever you know that it is your turn and once you hear the horn of my bike, you 

have to run to the stream and lift me across the bridge. You then have to return to lift 

the bicycle across”. The women heard this law, accepted it and followed it to the 

letter. So this man then decided to marry a fourth wife. The other women inducted her 

in the rule of the home. Then the bride asked “is that what the rule says?” “Yes”, they 

replied. “And am I expected to do as it says?” “Just like we did and continue to do,” 

they answered. Then she said, “Okay”. So, after the honeymoon, the man went to 

please himself across the stream. And like it always happened whenever he was 

returning from drink, he blew his horn. The bride raced to the stream. “Here I am!” 

the man said in a drunken voice. So she carried the bicycle across. Then she went for 

the husband, lifted and dumped him right in the stream. “How dare you throw me in 

the water? Woman you will have to chose between having your ears sliced and you 

going back to your father’s home”, he screamed. She told him, “I will go back to my 

parents”. And so she went, packed her belongings and went to her father’s home.  

It shows that the first three wives were people who persevered and were able to live 

with the problem. However, the bride who was the favourite as brides normally are 

did not persevere. That is the end of my tale.  
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Tale Two  

(Performed by Maria) 

I greet you in the name of Jesus. Women insist and they also persevere. A woman has 

to persevere. This is not because it is her nature but comes from the heart of the 

individual woman. There is a story of a man who loved a woman. Although the girl’s 

people advised her against going with the man, she could not heed. This girl was just 

18 years of age and the man was 30 years old. But because of the way the boy blinded 

the girl with love she could not imagine any other man. So they continued with the 

affair despite the girl being cautioned. Then soon the girl got pregnant and the boy 

deserted her. The girl suffered and returned to her people, the very ones she refused to 

heed. They looked after her till her child was 6 years of age. For the six years she was 

with her people, the man was nowhere near her and the child. But she knew where he 

was and would visit him hoping he would change his mind. The girl could not let go. 

She persevered beyond the limit. She would check on her man hoping for a word from 

him and would return without one. She would be in a fix thinking of what her people 

who had earlier warned her thought of the illegitimate child she was nursing… But 

she chose to look after her child and said “I will not stop at only one child with this 

man”. Omwana ayala mune. But after sometime, I think the man thought about it with 

honesty, “This girl has been steadfast after all the six years. She has not moved 

around with any man!” Then he thought hard and decided to go to the girl. He sought 

her out and the child. I think when he reached them, he apologised well. Thereafter, 

they introduced, got married and had a wonderful wedding, which I also attended 

(Laughter). They have begot many children who are blooming. They have lived 

happily thereafter. That is the end of my story. 
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APPENDIX 5 

JOURNAL EXCERPT: BEAT’S JOURNAL, DAY 8 

GROUP ONE: To discuss and act [alternative situations] to the situation acted in 

scene 1 

Comment:  

 The participants were very cooperative and did listen especially as they knew 

they were being recorded. 

 The tapes got a bit confusing especially due to the swapping of recorders and 

tapes among groups. 

 There is a lot of noise due to the [school] children whose Music Dance and 

Drama Festivals have come close. 

 The exercises were well received and all the participants did participate 

actively especially in the [Gonya] game. This time the men [also] brought a 

simple exercise in song form but with a sexual connotation – ‘Ekikira Kino’ 

and most women laughed as they did this game or pushed them [the men] 

away as they sang of ‘their tails’ as sheep. 

 The discussions were very good. Most of the women noted that men by nature 

do mishandle women and that all rapists should just be castrated. The men 

objected to this and they emphasised that that would not save anything. One 

participant argued that those suggesting castration were not serious. For if 

their child was the rapist, how would they feel if he were castrated as it would 

mean him not getting children for the rest of his life. This caused mixed 

reactions.  

Various situations were explored in an attempt to get a solution for [Nsangi] the 

protagonist: 

 Some said that she should divorce 

 Some argued that she should stay at her Senga’s place 

 Some said she should run to no where 
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 Most of them argued that she should stay at the man’s place. All men agreed 

with this. 

 One woman argued that the pregnant girl in the story should abort. So we 

explored this alternative and many people did not agree with it. They cited 

death and lack of peace of mind for the girl as major setbacks. They also cited 

[the risk of] lasting effects such as risking not to be able to bear children. The 

very person who brought this solution ended changing her mind about it. 

 The participants were of the view that the girl should instead accept to suffer 

with the child but not abort. 

The day has to end. 
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APPENDIX 6 

A SCENARIO OF NSANGI 

Scene One 

 A teacher enters class and sends Nsangi to his home for a book.  

Scene Two 

 He follows and attempts to rape her.   

Scene Three 

 She escapes and reports to the Headmaster.  

 He also attempts to rape her.  

Scene Four 

 She flees to her father. He says he will not let her suffer being tossed around. 

So he will be marrying her to a very good friend of his  

 She declines saying, at 13 years, she is still young. He informs her that was 

exactly the age at which he married the mother and that in marriage she will 

find peace.  

 He sends her to the Senga to effect the marriage 

Scene Five 

 The aunt reminds a reluctant Nsangi that all men drink and they are not 

different. That she should get married and rest from misery.  

 She will not listen to Nsangi’s pleas that marriage will mean more suffering. 

The aunt reminds her that she is not her child and in any case the father was 

the one who instructed her to take Nsangi to the man’s place.  

 Nsangi laments that what killed her mother was going to kill her but the aunt 

shuts her down and takes her to marry.  

Scene Six 

 ‘Here she is; the one that your friend promised you”. Senga says handing 

Nsangi over to Lujujju.  
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 Nsangi breaks into tears but the aunt assures Lujujju that she will settle down 

and that after all that is how all brides behave initially.  

 Lujujju introduces to Nsangi her co-wives, their titles and the rule that all 

wives have to participate in carrying him across the stream when he returns 

from drinking.  

 Lujujju bids bye to the wives and goes to drink.  

Scene Seven 

 The women give Nsangi orientation and tell her it is her turn to lift the 

husband that evening. Nsangi says she is still young, unlike them, and so 

cannot manage to carry the man. 

Scene Eight 

 Lujujju returns and Nsangi is not able to lift him as she is heavily pregnant.  

 He says he has never met such a disobedient wife in his entire history of 

marrying. He asks her to choose between having her throat slit and her ears 

sliced off or forfeiting the marriage and going back to her parents.  

 Says she cannot exchange her ears for a marriage and returns to her father’s 

home.  

Scene Nine 

 Senga is incensed and wonders what kind of person Nsangi is if she cannot 

settle in her marriage 

 Senga reminds her she has no options since her father ate the man’s things 

(bride price). “You will have to persevere because your co-wives have 

persevered”, she says.  

 She reminds Nsangi that she no longer has a bed or food expect from her 

paternal home. “Persevere, for that is the life of a woman,” she admonishes 

Nsangi as she returns her to marriage. 

Scene Ten 

 Senga cautions Lujujju against threatening to slice off the girl’s ears saying, 

“She is still a child and you should not threaten her like that”. 
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 She hands over Nsangi to him saying, “Here is your wife. I have done my 

duty”. She leaves.  

 Lujujju goes to drink leaving the senior wives to look after Nsangi.  

Scene Eleven 

 Nsangi gets into labour and all the co-wives advise her to wait for Lujujju 

because she was with him when making the baby.  

 She goes to the nurse but she cannot meet the cost of delivery. She 

successfully pleads with the nurse to attend to her and send the medical bill to 

her husband.  

Scene Twelve 

 The co-wives welcome her with the baby and she thanks them for their 

prayers.  

 Lujujju returns drunk and instructs Nsangi’s co-wives to meet her needs, 

arguing that a child does not need money to survive.  

 The co-wives ignore Nsangi after the husband has gone to bed. 

 She runs to her aunt for help. 

Scene Thirteen 

 Senga calls her brother and they are ecstatic.  

 She gives Nsangi old clothes to cover the child. 

 The father gives her some money to buy a piece of cloth, porridge and offal to 

take.  

 They ask her to go back to her marriage and she goes. 
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APPENDIX 7 

SYNOPSIS OF NSANGI  

Scene one. At school.  

Children playing at break time.  

Scene two:  Classroom.  

Nsangi enters late, is bullied and called a wife of the class teacher. She has not done 

her homework satisfactorily and the teacher recommends ‘coaching’ her to improve 

her grade. He sends her for a textbook from his house. He gives the class work and 

leaves. 

Scene three: In the teacher’s house.  

Nsangi cannot find the book the teacher sent her for. The teacher enters singing her a 

love song and attempts to rape her. She kicks him in the groin. He disengages. She 

alarms. Neighbours rush in. They demand to know what she was looking for in a 

teacher’s home instead of being in class. Nsangi’s sister pleads for the teacher to be 

spared arrest, because she is due to wed him. She attempts to bribe them and begs 

Nsangi on her knees “Don’t spoil my wedding”. 

Scene four: In the Headmaster’s office.  

Nsangi has gone to report the incident to the Headmaster. He tells her she is now a 

woman with a full body and should not complain about rape. He admonishes her to be 

brave like a real woman. He asks for sex. He shoves her into the store when Nsangi’s 

sister and the teacher come in, to seek lenience over the teacher’s attempted sexual 

abuse of Nsangi. He threatens to imprison the teacher for attempted defilement and 

throws him out of the office. He asks for sex from the bride-to-be in exchange for 

pardoning her fiancé. She accepts to a sex date on the eve of her wedding to save her 

impending marriage. She leaves. The Headmaster accuses Nsangi of seducing his 

teachers and threatens to hand her over to the police. He offers to ‘pardon’ her if she 

accepts to have sex with him. She ‘accepts.’ After he has undressed, she asks for 

water. When he enters a closet to collect it, she bolts off. 
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Scene five: On the roadside.  

Nsangi appeals to a friend, Susan, who agrees to take her to her parents to 

accommodate her temporarily. 

Scene six: Home of Nsangi’s father.  

He is drunk. A creditor, Lujujju, enters demanding for his money. He promises to give 

him Nsangi in exchange for the money owed. Nsangi runs in from the Head teacher, 

the father calls Senga to take Nsangi to Lujujju. 

Scene seven: Lujujju’s Home.  

Lujujju returns drunk. His three wives help remove his clothes and shoes. Senga 

enters with Nsangi and hands her over to him. Lujujju drags her into the bedroom to 

consummate the marriage. His three wives guard the door. Nsangi flees later. The co-

wives give chase to apprehend her. She sprinkles hot pepper in their eyes and escapes. 

Scene eight:  Home of Nsangi’s father.  

Lujujju demands for Nsangi from her father. He declines a refund of the ‘dowry’ 

arguing she’s his wife now that she is pregnant. Local officials poise to arrest him. 

Nsangi pleads that they spare Lujujju because she needs him to support her through 

the pregnancy. The family, local leaders and the community are divided on the 

appropriate course of action. Nsangi turns to audience and appeals for counsel. 
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APPENDIX 8 

SCENARIOS OF DESIRE 

Scenario One 

Woman: My good Lord, when will you deliver me from this poverty? I do not 

even have what to eat (couple enters). 

Man: Imagine how far we have gone with our relationship. 

Lover: You do not have to mention that my sweetheart. Our appearance now says 

it all. 

Man: You know a guineafowl? (Gesturing) that is how I feel inside me. 

Lover: I did not know you loved me this much (they exit). 

Woman: If only God could also give me such happiness (pause) but wait. I will 

not be the only one to suffer. I will bring them to my level. 

Scenario Two 

A poor woman has visited a rich couple’s home. 

Poor woman: You and your husband have really loved each other this year! 

Friend: What option did we have my friend? 

Poor woman: Your husband must be a good and very affectionate man (man 

enters his hands full of shopping). 

Friend: Welcome back Sebbo. I am so grateful my husband. I really appreciate 

(she takes the grocery indoors). 

Poor woman: Mr. Busuulwa, you tied yourself to this woman despite my 

continued caution. Why don’t you leave that woman and I get you a better person. 

(Suggestively) On the other hand I am available myself…we could both be your 

women so that I can also show affection. 

Man: We can have an affair, but stealthily. 

Poor woman I will be capable of being a wife to two men at the same time. 

Man: Do not let the cat out of the bag. 
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Poor woman I cannot… 

Scenario Three 

Husband returns to an unwelcoming housewife 

Husband: Why do you always have to wear that ugly face whenever I return? 

Wife: What do you mean? 

Husband: What is always making you angry? 

Wife: Why don’t you get on with it? 

Husband: This is the limit. 

Wife: So what is your problem? 

Husband: I am fed up with that grin always plastered on your face. 

Wife: Who is it that upsets me?  

Husband: I do not want you continuing to despise me to this extent. I will throw 

you out 

Wife: Why not just beat me up, (daring him) ha! 

Scenario Four 

Happy Couple walk in 

Husband: I love you so much my wife so much so that when you go to deliver 

my hands will be waiting before the doctor begins attending to you. And if you 

produce for me a son…that baby will be fully provided for. 

Wife: My husband, I have always told you that you should be prepared for a son 

(they embrace). I would like to shop in the arcade. 

Poor woman: What a happy couple! They love each other, they talk as a couple 

and they are okay. But how about me and my husband? We are always 

quarrelling. The moment he sets foot in the doorway…beating me all the time. 

Will I ever have a blissful home like these couple do? Poor Sarah! 

Scenario Five 

Daughter and her poor mother 

Child: Mother I am starving. 
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Poor woman: I am penniless my daughter. 

Child: O, mother…O mother I am starving. 

They look at a rich couple next door. The wife welcomes her husband. He opens 

boot of car and wife helps him unload the day’s shopping. The hungry family 

watches. 

Husband: Handle the things carefully. There are some eggs that might 

break…Check and see if the chickens are still alive. 

Wife: They are still alive my husband. 

Poor mother: My child, do not stare at things of the rich! (child whimpers) 

Husband: Why aren’t the children coming to give you a hand? 

Wife: (Calling) Children, come here quickly and help.  
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APPENDIX 9 

NEGOTIATING ENAKU PLOT 

Maria: Now that she has got this man, he is going to provide her and the child, 

providing for home and the money she gets she can now send her child to school. 

Zamilla: What is the age of this child? 

Agneta: She has to be very young but should the child be old plates will break 

Maria: This is how Mrs. Musoke is going to handle the situation. Now remember that 

when the friend was bringing this child, after she found her eating from the garbage, 

the man darted indoors to avoid being seen by his wife…so Mrs. Musoke has to do 

everything possible to make sure that the child does not see the man. She should think 

of somewhere to send this child. 

Zamilla: Thank you very much. Thank you for that, Maria. 

Maria: She could say, “do not ever eat from the bin again…now take these 200 

shillings and buy yourself a bun.’ This would enable the man to emerge from his 

hiding and take off quickly. 

Zamilla: She must keep away that child. Even when she is going to meet the man in 

the lodge, she should find a neighbour to leave the child with. She should let no body 

know where she is in actual fact going.  

Voice: Certainly, she will be leaving the child at home whenever she is going to meet 

that man. 

Leticia: But since the woman has a grocery point, the man could come pretending 

that he is a customer. He could greet her and buy a few tomatoes here and there. After 

all is she supposed to have only female customers?  

Voices: No! (Laughter). 

Facilitator: How will getting a rich man help on her situation? 

Voice: First of all the poor woman is going to lose a friend and with it the food and 

provisions she has been getting from her friend. 

Babirye: Even the man she has got is just another problem; he is a husband to her 

friend. 
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Zamilla: Those are problems. Although there is a good side to it, there are problems 

Voice: That is not medicine to her ailment. That is somebody’s husband. They could 

catch them. 

Voice: You cannot have any peace at heart. 

Babirye: She could get some happiness but she will always be worried of being 

caught by her friend. 

Zamilla: She eats with restless eyes. 

Maria: Either way, she is in a difficult situation. You cannot get a child with a man 

and cease a relationship with him that easily… Mr. Musoke as the owner of this home 

will be the one to get John with his wife and not John’s wife getting Mrs. Musoke 

with her husband. 

Facilitator: Is it true that you cannot cut ties with a man who has had children with 

you? 

Maria: No! 

Agneta: This was not just a man who had had children with her, he was her husband. 

Zamilla: You can still leave that man...by the time they separated; this particular man 

was spending up to a week out of home. 

Rose: But remember that even if he has abandoned you but he is the one who is 

paying your rent, you will fear bringing somebody else in that house. 

Maria: But in this case the man had not paid rent in a long time.  

Voice: Even if it were the case, you cannot. 

Another Voice: The man will come back. 

Voice: It does not matter.  

Zamilla: She may try to resist the man but there is this issue of having a relationship 

with the friend’s husband. This should keep her on edge (in the play). 
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APPENDIX 10 

SYNOPSIS OF ENAKU 

Scene one: In a slum. A one-room apartment and home of Musoke’s 
family.  

Mrs. Musoke, her other name Sizomu (we all suffer) wakes up to find the door still 

open. Her husband has not returned again. She wakes the daughter to go and scavenge 

for faggots of fuel. The child returns to report all faggots were taken. With no tea 

leaves, they improvise with barks of coffee plants to make their breakfast. Mrs. 

Musoke wonders if her suffering is linked to a bad name she was given at birth. She 

laments that she was forgotten by God. Her landlord enters to demand rent payment. 

Mrs. Musoke pleads for an extension explaining that she will raise the rent after 

another day of vending and when her customers who owe her have paid. The landlady 

serves her another deadline before taking some of the tomatoes from her stall. The 

husband, Mr. Musoke, returns with a hangover. He changes clothes and grabs the 

day’s sales and leaves to go back to his concubine. It is then she decides to look up 

John, her customer, who once seduced her. “John, in God’s name, I have offered 

myself to you!” she declares. The city council law enforcement personel enter, 

confiscating all her merchandise (groceries) for trading without a license. They 

instruct her to report to their offices. She blames her woes on ill luck brought by the 

landlady. John enters, gives her money and she breaks into celebration. She sends the 

child for produce to set herself up, food to eat and she vows to dress and beautify 

herself till she drips of smartness. Vowing to surrender herself ‘completely’ to John 

for having saved her, she says:  

When I move, I move John, I think John. He has done all this for me. I have 

never seen this before…the home is now yours. If you want to enter enter. If 

you want to get out, you get out. I have offered myself to you 

John assures her that her troubles are over. He gives her more money to pay rent, clear 

areas and pay in advance. She promises to defer to him as her man. They go indoors 

to have sex. Soon John’s wife, a friend to Mrs. Musoke, brings in Mrs. Musoke’s 

daughter after finding her scavenging at the garbage dump. Mrs. Musoke darts out. 

Leaving her lover inside, she feigns that she has an urgent funeral to attend and so 
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gets rid of her friend. She then scolds the daughter and sends her to the shops to buy a 

bun for herself. She then asks John to escape.  

Scene two: John’s home.  

Mrs. Musoke follows John to his home under guise of visiting his wife. John sends his 

wife for a beer and in her absence they firm up to meet in a hotel for sex. She is 

anxious because she is expecting some money when they meet. John lies to his wife 

that he has unfinished but urgent work in the office. Mrs. Musoke feigns a stomach 

upset and so leaves too. 

Scene three:  Mrs. Musoke’s home in the slum.  

Mrs. Musoke is dressed for the date. She has spent money she got from John to pay 

rent to beautify herself. The landlord enters and begins to throw her things out Local 

authorities intervene securing her another deadline. Meanwhile, tired of waiting at the 

hotel, John turns up to be told what has happened. He gives her more money for rent. 

They decide to have their meeting in the house. She says he is now the owner of the 

room and the man in the house. Her friend, Mrs. John, knocks and enters to share her 

anxiety about John not returning. John has taken refuge under the bed. Then they hear 

a knock. Mr. Musoke has returned, having been kicked out by his concubine. She tells 

him he is no longer welcome. He insists the home is his and he has a right to go out 

and return as he wishes. Mr. Musoke accuses John’s wife of instigating his wife into 

hostility. He becomes aggressive and sends her scampering out. As he reaches for a 

club under his bed to pursue her, he pulls at a leg, which turns out to be that of John. 

There is a scuffle, which brings in neighbours. Mrs. Musoke breaks into song: 

What should I do? 

Darkness has descended upon me 

Where shall I pass? 

Which direction will I take? 

Shame consumes me 

Forgive me my friend 

Then she turns to the audience and seeks their counsel about her predicament in the 

last lines of her song: 

What do I do? 

So grieved in my situation 
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What do I do? 

At this point the community began to respond to the issues the play raised. See 

Appendix 21 for the discussions. 
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APPENDIX 11 
EXCERPT OF REFLECTIONS ON SCENARIOS OF 

OPPRESSION 
 
The women confront each other  

Woman: Did you imagine that the man was for you alone? 

Man: I told you that your time is up (fight between the women.  Man struggles to 

restrain them. To the wife) pack your things and get out. 

Wife: And go where? 

Man: Have you forgotten the way by which you came? 

Wife: You are joking! 

Woman: You men are difficult. Do you remember how you told me that you did not 

have a wife? 

Man: That one is an old one and I had already told her to pack and go. 

Woman: You should have told me you had a wife at home so that I come cautiously 

… I will only stay if she goes because she looks to be a difficult woman. You saw 

how she nearly threw me down. 

Man: That one is a nalukalala woman. I married a problem instead of a wife … we 

men have problems (They leave going to the Local council to ask for help to throw 

the other woman out). 

Discussion 

Beat: Why did you bring another woman into another woman’s home? 

Wakawaka: The condition of this one (wife) has deteriorated … (laughing) If we are 

using a weighing scale, we could say the scale is now in favour of the woman I have 

come with. 

Beat: Why is it so now? 

Wakawaka: The other one’s (wife) condition is bad. 

Beat: What condition? 

Leticia: He has worn her out with bearing him many children. 
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Wakawaka: She is now old. 

Beat: What about you, haven’t you also got old? 

Wakawaka: Can a man get old? I am like a snake. Every time I am moulting, 

shedding off the old skin, every time. I have to keep renewing myself… while for her 

she is, you see with a man’s life, he has to see that he keeps alive and remains in the 

arena. There is no going back. A man does not grow old, even at the age of 80 he is 

still capable of producing. 

Beat: Even at 80? 

Christina: A man does not stop. 

Wakawaka: He does not stop. 

Babirye: Men are very difficult people. He tells you that he has no wife and that he 

would like to take you to his home. He assures you that he is single. And I was just 

surprised to find a fellow woman at home who tells me to leave the man. Then I told 

her the man was not curved on her order … I was in a fix. I wanted to ask this man 

why he lied to me and yet there was no way I could begin it in the situation. Yet I also 

loved and wanted my man and hence the subsequent confusion with one of us pulling 

this way and the other pulling the other way (laughter).  

Beat: But have you ever experienced such situation? 

Voices: Here in Mulago, these things are happening. 

Jennifer: I saw it in Mulwade Sokoni zone. A man left his wife and went to another 

woman. The wife got them locked in a neighbour’s house. 

Beat: And why were you fighting? 

Namata: I was fighting for my home. I have gone through difficult times with the 

man. Now he has started showing me that he no longer needs me and that he has 

found another person. When I flash a torch ahead, I see no way for me; I have 

nowhere to go. So I have to tie myself on this man. ... I was feeling like my wires 

were loose. Even if it meant killing the other woman, I would [have] strangled her to 

death. 

Beat: Eh!! 

Namata: Yes, it happens. 
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Beat: And if she dies? 

Namata: That is at least something. You will be sure that that is one mouth less 

Beat: How did you feel when the women were fighting? 

Wakawaka: I feel that I have a problem in between these women. I did not expect 

that these two women could fight…  

Beat: What did you expect? 

Wakawaka: I brought this one to show her the home she would be coming in to 

replace somebody else. 

Beat: While the other woman was there? 

Wakawaka: Yes, I was going to get her out of the home. 

Beat: Is that possible? 

Wakawaka: These things happen my dear… and you tell “get going, your time is 

up!” 

Participants swap roles - the intruder becomes the victim 

Wife: I do not understand this. Is this man actually coming back? He has not brought 

food since the other day. I had even thought of going to get some food on credit and 

he told me not to. He assured me that he would bring food. Now he has not brought 

food, the children have roamed off. I no longer understand myself. I do not have what 

to eat. What will I do? But this man, if I could only know where he goes! Is it true that 

he just plays cards and chance games, or is he drinking? But he had cut down on his 

drinking… but I still do not understand this man. Let me persevere, for you never 

know (Man and lover enter). 

Lover: Sweetheart, I can no longer understand myself. I feel I am head over heels in 

love with you. 

Man: (Holding her close) I did not know that you loved me this much … At times I 

close my eyes like this and I feel you inside me. 

Lover: And I too, I put you at angle 94 and see myself at angle 49. 

Man: While for me I put you in acute angle. (They disengage) So I am now taking 

you to see the home you are coming to. 
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Wife: What is this? I do not understand this! What is this that I am seeing? 

Man: And what is it that you are seeing? 

Wife: Is it you that I am seeing? (Confronting the lover) And you women! 

Man: (Taunting) Hallo my dear! 

Wife: Who told you that you were supposed to come here? 

Man: She has to come. 

Wife: I do not accept that. (She attacks the lover. To the man) do not touch me. I want 

that woman (Struggling to free herself from the man) I want this one, this one. 

Voices from Audience: beat them up! 

Man: Let her free, let her go. 

Wife: Okay, I have let her. You go away (The lover flees). 

Discussion 

Beat: Why did you attack the woman?  

Babirye: I was after the woman to stop her from coming into my home. Men are 

difficult. He brings her when I am also still there. It is the woman who is at fault. She 

has to understand that I am still there. She has to go back. … The man has been telling 

her lies but now that she has known that there is a woman, she should go back at 

home. Men are difficult …  

Beat: How did you feel when he came in with another woman? 

Babirye: Very bad, because the man has taken sometime without being at home. I 

keep wondering where he is. I had even started thinking that possibly he stays in his 

drinking places when in actual fact he is with his women. Now he has decided to 

bring her. 

Beat: How were you feeling about the same situation the time you acted the lover? 

Babirye: (Pause. Smiles) I was feeling good. I was at peace because the man I found 

told me he had been single for some time and needed a wife. And I asked him, “Are 

you still single at your age?” And he said, “Yes. I got tired of the woman and she 

went away. So now, I want another woman. Let us go and you see home where you 

are going to stay”, he told me. … I was feeling at peace.  
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Beat: But you were fighting when you came in as a lover. 

Babirye: Because I was feeling bad. I had got a man and he was taking me to his 

home and then I found there another woman. I was feeling bad about that . 

Beat: And you Namata, how did you feel when it was you being brought in the home? 

Namata: At first I was very happy. I had got a Boss who would help me in my 

problems. He was taking me to his home and I reached there only to find another 

woman. I felt very small at first. I could not even think. I then decided to avoid her, 

when she raised her voice. I wanted her to fight it out with her husband but eventually 

she got to me. But when I got some little space, I took to my heels. 

Beat: (To other participants) how would you feel if it was you in that situation? 

Christina: When you are being seduced it is like having a new lease of life. You 

would know that you have been bailed out of hardship and you will get a place to be. 

But it comes as a shock when you find that your friend did not tell you the truth. And 

so you have to first work on fighting…Your expectations have fallen apart and you 

find yourself hopeless… If I am the wife at home who is going to beat the other 

woman, I feel very happy and will face you to demonstrate that I am the one in the 

home and I am still able. I [will] give you such a beating that [you] will go away 

convinced about my capacity. 

Nambogo: If I were the wife in the home, I would feel miserable seeing the man 

fighting over the prostitute he has brought while he regards me, his wife, as mud of 

his feet. It would imply that he wants me out so that he could bring in the woman he 

has come with. I would put up a fight to ensure that that woman does not enter my 

home. I would fight so that I remain in the home. 

Beat: What if you are the one who was brought in [as the new wife]? 

Nambogo: Initially, I would be in happy mood. But if I found a woman where I have 

been taken, there would be no peace … I would run away. I would not wait for the 

next thing. 

Namata: Something like that happened to me and when it did, I had children, sons 

and daughters. My husband befriended another woman. When he began the affair, I 

became rubbish to him. I would hear that he was working in such and such a place 

whereas he would be sleeping in another place at that time. Meanwhile, at home I 



 

A34 

would be without food and it would be my children to provide … the children had 

grown up but were not yet of marrying age. Some of them were at school and others 

were doing jobs here and there. …I suffered so much that one time I decided to pack 

my things and go back to my parents. But my sister in-law advised me, not to go, “be 

patient, you will overcome it,” she said. I tried to be patient but soon I could no longer 

bear it. For whenever this woman that he had befriended would pass me she would 

say, “Dear me, Salongo’s pussycat that lives on meat and milk and without meat and 

milk I cannot survive”. I found that I could not take it any longer. But my children 

asked not to do anything that the fear of shame can kill. Then I told myself that 

deserved death. By that time women had not started wearing trousers. I got one, put it 

on, put my gomesi over it and went out. I found them in a bar; the woman was 

perched on a beer case that the man had bought. Hah! I descended on the beer case 

picking bottles and throwing them at everybody around. People shouted, “Look at this 

prostitute who has come to beat up someone else’s wife. Look at this prostitute”. They 

were all calling me a prostitute because they had never seen me. I sent them into 

disarray; the woman taking her direction, the man his direction and of course the bar 

owner his route. I was picking bottles and hurling them all over. 

Beat: Why do you insist to stay with a man who had told you he no longer needed 

you? 

Namata: I had children, where would I go? 

Nambogo: Go and leave your children? 

Namata: You as the woman at home cannot go because you have young children and 

you know that the woman who is coming in is going to mistreat them very much. 

They have been starving but now she will also have to add them regular beatings.  For 

that matter, you will decide to persevere, bear the hunger but rather incubate them so 

that they can grow. 

Nambogo: When they have a mother to look at it satisfies them. 
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APPENDIX 12 

DISCUSSION EXCERPT: KINTU  

Maria: What I have learnt is that if you are undertaking a task, determination, 

patience and sacrifice are important. Kintu, a man of God accepted the challenges 

however difficult the task and God was able to help him. So determination and 

sacrifice are important. Secondly, it is important to remember something that has been 

emphasised to you. 

Namitala: What I have learnt is that one should not despise people. The brothers of 

Nambi despised Kintu and yet he was able to overcome the trying tests he was given 

and became a great hero. Their father was able to give him their sister for marriage. 

Zubeda: It is important to always pray to God because he (Kintu) prayed to God very 

much. He was able to pass the (difficult) tests he was given.  

Nambogo: What I have learnt is that we women were from the very beginning 

created for men. Nambi gave up all her father’s riches and loved Kintu despite him 

being poor. 

Leticia: The disease that is decimating us came from heaven, the very place we are 

fighting to go to after death. Religion encourages us to pray to go to heaven (Gulu) 

and yet death came from heaven. 

Bitu: Walumbe (death) is as a result of us women. For if it was not because of a 

woman (Nambi) Kintu would not have died had not Nambi admired him and become 

his wife. But because she did, so death is decimating us. 

Facilitator: Is woman the cause of death? 

Chorus: Yes! Death originated from Woman. 

Christina: I have also learnt the same things that others have so far mentioned. What 

I would like to add is:  it appears we women are very strong headed that is why our 

husbands beat us up (laughter) … if he tells you that ‘I do not like such and such a 

thing.  

Women: (In unison) my dear, do not try and defy him. 
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Christina: Do not go against his advice. But because you were big headed right from 

the beginning (creation) and that even your father advised you that ‘my dear daughter, 

do not do something like that but you still extend that big headedness to your 

husband, that is the reason why we are very often beaten by husbands/men 

(Laughter). 

Zigizigi: I have learnt the value of remembering what you are told. Someone 

forgetting what he has been told or s/he is supposed to do…so that woman Nambi, 

forgetting the millet for the chicken caused a problem that affects us to this very day. 

Hamza: What it means is that if you are undertaking a task determination, patience 

and sacrifice are important. This is because Kintu, a man of God accepted the 

challenges however difficult the task. And God was able to help him. So 

determination and sacrifice are important. 

Christina: It is always important for one to remember a father’s counsel. If Nambi 

had abided by her father’s advice, all what followed (death) would not have been 

there. 

Wakawaka: What I have got out of this tale is that it appears these holes (graves) we 

are buried in have existed from the very beginning, because whenever Kintu was in a 

fix, a hole would appear and he would stuff the food and drinks there (laughter and 

voices of affirmation). 

Zubeda: What I have learnt is that Walumbe comes and strangles me and when I die 

Hamza and the others are the Kayikuzi who open the ground and burry me. Kayikuzi 

are the men.  

Zigizigi: Wives should obey their husbands and avoid what they are told not to do 

because a woman leaves her father’s home and goes to a man who looks after her and 

takes care of her needs. 

Zamilla: What this tale teaches us about men and women is that men are more 

determined most of the times. They take risks and yet we women have more resolve 

in our hearts although we are also weak at heart. We tend to insist even counter to 

persistent advice…once a woman has liked or wanted something; it is very difficult to 

cause/persuade her to leave it. A woman insists like Nambi insisted on going with 

Kintu, a man she had just seen for the first time. She did not even know him.  
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Eva:  Where there is love, however rich your family may be, you will leave all that 

behind and go with a man you love however poor he may be. 

Namata: It does not follow that when a woman insists/sticks onto something it will 

not turn out well. For example, in the olden days when our forefathers went hunting, 

once there was a woman among them, the animal they were hunting would surely be 

killed as long as there was a woman. 

Nambogo: We should respect our elders. Nambi was told by her father, “Nambi, you 

have decided to go with that man, but if you happen to remember that you have 

forgotten something, never come back,” but when Nambi defied this and returned, she 

brought death. 



 

A38 

APPENDIX 13 

JOURNAL EXCERPT: AGNETA’S JOURNAL, DAY 2 

The things we picked out in the story [of Nambi and Kintu] 

Poverty: 

a) A poor person is not respected in the community. For instance Nambi’s 

brothers despised Kintu because he was poor 

b) A person who is poor cannot make a suggestion and it is followed, even if 

what he suggested can be of help 

c) In the society we are living, most rich men take away poor men’s wives 

d) Poor men are not respected in their own families. Here I mean, when a man is 

poor, he cannot be respected by his wife and children. This means that poverty 

cannot make someone to enjoy his life in this world 

Strong love: - Strong love can make someone to determine to go with someone 

whether that person is poor, a thief, sick, or a wizard 

a) Nambi’s strong love towards Kintu made her to love him although Kintu was 

poor 

b) Strong love sometimes brings hatred among people. For example, my friend 

was in love with a boy who was [a] thief but when I discouraged her from 

marrying him, she hated me. They got married. Within a few years, the man 

was shot while stealing someone’s car…But it was not her fault, it was the 

strong love she had toward the boy 

Admiring: - Admiring has also brought many problems e.g. Nambi admired Kintu and 

went as far as not listening to her brothers’ and her father’s advice not to marry such a 

poor man. 

a) Women admire many things and go as far as not listening to advice 

b) Women admire many things like clothes, earrings, motor cars; good houses 

even the good looks of a man. This has brought many problems such as 

stealing someone’s man, running away from [a] husband to another man; 
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running away from her parents to someone who is not her parents’ choice 

[and] running away from school without first completing their education. 

c) Some wives admire their shamba boys and end up losing their families. For 

instance, my sister admired a certain boss and ran away from school thinking 

that she will be okay. The Boss had another woman who poured acid on my 

sister and the Boss could not marry my sister because of the spoilt face. 
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APPENDIX 14 

JOURNAL EXCERPT: AGNETA’S JOURNAL, DAY 5 

Nsangi’s life 

Nsangi’s life: It is the real experience most girls face. Most girls face difficulty due to 

their parents’ poverty. 

[The] Nsangi play reminds me of my friend. Her parents were very poor. She was 

looked after by her brother in-law who [was] married to her younger sister. He was 

paying school fees for her and other requirements from Senior One to Senior Four. At 

the beginning of her last term of Senior Four, her brother in-law decided to marry her. 

The girl didn’t know but she found herself in a trap. Her brother in-law mistreated her 

and [she] managed to stay in the marriage for two months. She could not tolerate the 

way she was [being] mistreated so she ran away to her parents. But her parents also 

chase[ed] her way. She [then] went to her grandfather. She was chased away by him 

[as well]. ..She went to the parish priest and told him everything concerning her life 

plus the pregnancy. And the priest was concerned and [he] convinced the grandfather 

who allowed (her back). 
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APPENDIX 15 

DISCUSSION EXCERPT: NSANGI - 1 

Participants’ discussion of Nsangi scenario 

Zigizigi: We have seen child abuse. She did not get peace at school. The Headmaster 

became another problem when she ran to him for intervention; the sister was also 

another problem. So the child did not have any peace being forced into marriage; 

something she does not understand.  

Jennifer: What I noticed from the play was poor relationship between the child and 

those responsible for her. After surviving defilement at the hands of her brother in-

law, she did not talk to her sister about it. This is possibly because she feared her 

because the sister was not close to her. 

Agneta: If the girl had told the sister the real problem, all what happened to her 

would not have occurred. But it was because she kept quiet that she suffered. 

Facilitator: Why couldn’t the girl have talked? 

Voices: She very much feared her sister. 

Maria: It appears the Sister to this girl brought her to mind the home and did not 

show any affection as an elder sister. She had all her thoughts and life revolving 

around the man. She cared little about her sister. Had she been close and friendly, the 

young girl would have been able to share with her troubles and for instance inform 

her that, “my sister, our husband is telling me such and such, what do we do about it?” 

Christina: It appears that the teacher was loose with women. There was a girl he 

seduced, not to mention the sister to his fiancée… that was where problems arose. The 

girl found no peace at home and where she ran for help… her friends also called her 

falla. This must have confused the girl and made her withdraw, fearing that if she told 

her sister, she would not believe her. Besides, the man also went ahead to poison the 

sister’s mind to see that Nsangi leaves home after she had turned down his advances. 

He did not want to spend his money looking after someone who had turned him down. 

Agneta: What I noticed is that the girl was very much intimidated by the headmaster 

telling her that ‘Women do not talk those things’. Otherwise, she would have gone on 

to talk to other people about her problem and get help. 
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Facilitator: “ebyo abakazi tebabyogera.’ Is that how it is? 

Zigizigi: There are things that women can talk about and those that they are not 

supposed to talk about. 

Nambogo: That was true of our time. Men would just take us by force but you 

would not talk about it. 

Facilitator: Why wouldn’t you talk about it? 

Nambogo: And say what? It was a matter that caused a lot of shame. It was an 

embarrassing and shameful thing to talk about. 

Woman: It would cause enmity and hostility.. 

Nambogo: A man would tell you that it was embarrassing to talk about it. He would 

tell you, “I will bring you medicine”. He would give you some money. And remember 

this might be your first time to get any money...and you would keep quiet. 

Christina: Even if the man had gone through the traditional procedure and you were 

taken in marriage, even if they bought you all your requirements, you feared the man. 

You had to fight for even three days before consummating the marriage.  

Jane: But your Senga would have given you some sex education. 

Christina: No matter, even if you had been instructed and even if your Senga had 

simulated the action, you just had to fight…a man had to rape you first. 

Wakawaka: The girl made an attempt to talk to the father and the aunt about her 

problem but they did not listen to her. They just forced her because of the money her 

father owed the friend. It was also because the aunt believed, as she said, “this is how 

it is for us women, we have to persevere”. But even if they return her to the man, such 

a marriage cannot have peace. And besides, the man was not virile enough. 

Woman: (Voices of disagreement from women) she feared the man stuffing himself 

in her. 

Babirye: That child had a big problem. There was no person close and friendly to her 

to enable her to share her problems with someone. All the people were tough towards 

her…at thirteen a child is still very young...Even at home she did not have a friend; 

another child she could be with. 
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Zamilla: It appears God had created her to suffer...she actually tried to look for help. 

She did the right thing to go to the Headmaster who actually had the authority to 

summon his teacher and tell him, “If you are doing such a thing to the child you had 

better stop it”. But the Headmaster instead showed interest in having a relationship 

with her. She found that the Headmaster was also spoilt. Her friends were not any 

better …It happens in life that you feel that you were fated to suffer, as if suffering 

was your only chance in life…There was also a problem of poverty because when 

they returned the girl, the father married her off …. He could not even give the girl an 

opportunity to explain why the sister had brought her back. He was angry. It was like 

he felt burdened seeing the child back and so looked for a quick way out of the 

problem. 

Facilitator: Do you think that it was the will of God that the girl should experience 

what she did? 

Samali: I disagree. It is her people who failed her. She always made an effort to reach 

out of her troubled situations and yet the people who she went to were pulling her 

down. 

Leticia: This child was brought up amidst problems for we did not see a mother at 

home….there is always something special between a mother and her child…having to 

depend on the father alone caused problems. A mother would have helped her out of 

the troubles. All the people she ran to were of no help…the teacher took her by force, 

there was even no negotiation. He just pulled her. The headmaster told her to keep 

mum. In other words, he was simply stitching the girl’s mouth...The father or the 

Senga did not talk to the elder sister to understand why the girl has returned. So the 

child suffered mainly because of having no mother at home. She missed that 

important connection. 

Facilitator: Would the mother have made any difference? 

Christina: Not in the olden days. The husband would override the mother. 

Facilitator: Does it mean that the situation we have been seeing is not relevant to 

today?  

Zamilla: These things still happen in most parts of the country. The exception may be 

in towns were many people may not be observing their cultures…but in the villages it 

still happens. When you come to the issue of defilement, it is very relevant and the 
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situation is even worse.  If the child runs from the teacher it is unlikely, nowadays, 

that she can survive the headmaster. Basing on what teachers are doing today, the 

situation is worse. A teacher of today would not let the girl go away. Most of them are 

aggressive and few of the children survive rape. Unlike the teacher in the play who 

tried to seduce and plead at some point, a teacher of these days, once he corners the 

child, it’s game up.  Not having mother is not an issue. It appears the man was 

relieved when the elder sister took his child… What this shows us is that a man 

cannot persevere. He cannot stay to raise a child in the absence of his wife…men do 

not do it and yet with us, even if the man abandons you on the roadside, you die with 

your children. 

Facilitator: Men, what is your response to her claim?  

Wakawaka: Although they have said we, as men, do not care...now if we consider 

women, we used to eat goats (virgins) but where are the goats now? Even in the 

villages the goat is hardly there. There are very few.  I hope you (to the facilitator) get 

what I am talking about. What you do not expect, for instance, when children go to 

the well [they do it]. School has also caused many problems. What the children learn 

in science, biology…they then say, “We have done the theory, so we should proceed 

into practicals”. And so our children go on, ah, ah! There are few who are not 

involved in this. 

Christina: But even in the era of goats, a man had to rape you first before your father 

would get a goat. 
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APPENDIX 16 

DISCUSSION EXCERPT: NSANGI - 2 

Zamilla: Although Senga was trying to get some money and help for Nsangi, she 

appeared keen to have the girl go away instead of spending some quality time with 

her. It appears that in the circumstances, Nsangi’s only option is to stay and persevere 

at the husband's place or … she should have a plan as she is breastfeeding that child to 

prepare to leave if the situation gets worse. … She should prepare to enter the world 

as a soldier does. Be it living with friends or finding work as a house girl and earn to 

rent a room. This may help her. 

Tom (Explaining his action as father of Nsangi in the scenario): I sent Nsangi away 

because I had no means. I could not keep her when I could not afford to look after her. 

That is why I borrowed money to buy soap and offal and sent her to her husband to 

look after her. [I] let her go to her husband and see how far she can push her misery.  

Zigizigi (Acted the father of Nsangi): Nsangi is fated to suffer. There is no capacity 

for meaningful help at home because of poverty… It appears as if this [poverty] is 

God’s gift to her. What she should do is to persevere and be strong. If you go through 

very difficult times, you reach a point where you drop somewhere and say, ‘This is it! 

Let me bear it!’ 
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APPENDIX 17 

DISCUSSION EXCERPT: NSANGI’S DILEMMA 

Zigizigi: Nsangi could get away with her child and look for ways to support 

themselves such as working as house girl or she could look for another man. She 

might then be lucky to find a man who can love her and accept the child. She could be 

lucky and survive bit by bit. 

Kobusingye: Nsangi’s action of throwing her husband in water was an act of courage 

which could have helped to liberate the other three women. But I was surprised when 

Mukuma [co-wife] turned against Nsangi saying she deserved suffering for throwing 

the man in the water. It appears the women were happy with carrying the man. If they 

had supported Nsangi, the man would not have again taken advantage of them and 

bullied them. The women showed that they still liked to carry him. If I were Mukuma, 

after seeing Nsangi throw him in water, I would have thrown him in a second time 

just to make sure he gets the message that he should not oppress us. Nsangi would 

have shown me the way. 

Zigizigi: If you [a wife] threw me in the water, I [as a husband] would also kick you 

out of the marriage, like I did to Nsangi. 

Namubiru: Nsangi remained opposed despite getting some help from aunt and 

Father. She was sent back and advised that all women get married and persevere. 

There is nothing else she could do because where she could have come back to 

[home] there was not much help.  Do they [parents] have anything else they can do? 

There is nothing else they can do! 

Sarah: If I was Nsangi and a husband bullied me like that, if I gave birth I would look 

for a job and get a room and stay with her child. …  

Hamza: The aunts attitude and role in the play has developed into a supportive 

relationship. They are now ready to assist Nsangi with some money. Nsangi could 

[also] go to organisations that help the needy. She could even go to FIDA for help. 

They could help in counselling her husband too as well as advising her father and 

aunt. Nsangi could [then] have a life ahead. Nsangi can also get out of her problems if 

she seeks the intervention of human rights agencies. 
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Jennifer: Nsangi’s father is cause of her problems. He did not have upbringing that 

helped him to work and to learn tasks that are money paying. That is how he brought 

up Nsangi to be dependent. Nsangi was capable of using her hands to grow something 

she could sell to support herself. If she was living in town, she could have used money 

given to her by Senga [when she visited them after delivery], to buy Nsasa, for 

weaving mats and baskets… she could fry chips for sale. This would help her. 

Zigizigi: Nsangi is in problems because she is not patient. Besides, it was Mukuma 

[elder co-wife of Nsangi] who began the habit of carrying the husband and so the 

other wives also fell in line. This made the man get used to being carried. But Nsangi 

brought to her marriage the mentality of familiarity which she must have inherited 

from her father … saying “I will be shameless and throw a man in water”. If Nsangi 

had not thrown him in water and persevered like the other co-wives, she would have 

had peace. … She should have persevered till the husband brought in a fifth wife to 

take over the load from her, and then she would have got to rest.   

Beat: What if Nsangi was your daughter, how would you feel? 

Zigizigi: I would feel bad, but I would counsel the child and tell her, “These things 

happen. Go and get married but do not make things tough. Do not turn yourself into a 

problem through losing your temper and thinking that you will come here. There is no 

longer any space for you here”. 

Beat: What if you were Nsangi? 

Zigizigi: I would persevere. If you have fallen in a hole and you look up and there is 

nobody to throw you a rope, you just keep quiet. Even if it’s a dog that has fallen in 

the pit, it will at first make all manner of noise but soon it gives up and goes to sleep. 

Jennifer: The wives in the home did not have any peace. They appear to have been 

oppressed. I do not understand what could have kept them in the home to the point of 

carrying the man on daily basis. They did not even have children for one to say they 

were there for their children or waiting for them to grow. … I would not have 

persevered carrying the man. 

Rose: The women’s action has angered me. I do not understand how you go lifting 

someone as big as you. Would the man accept to carry any of the women? As Nsangi, 

I would go and look for a job and fend for myself. 
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 Eva: I would explain Nsangi’s suffering differently. Her problems are a result of her 

father and aunt not counselling and bringing her up well. They just took her straight to 

the man. They ought to have counselled her about what it means to be married and 

what is expected of a wife. They should have made her know that a woman meets 

problems and you have to persevere all through. ... So, whatever problems Nsangi 

faced, she just ran off [to her parents] without being patient. The problem comes from 

Senga and Nsangi’s father not fulfilling their role. 

Yosofina: (acted as the senior co-wife) in my view, Nsangi’s problem was trying to 

break the rule that she found in the home. The co-wives could have stayed with her 

but they fell out when she threw their husband in water. They were so disturbed about 

this and decided to leave her to her means. The three held together as one lump. I [in 

the role of co-wive] did not care if she gave birth unattended or whether her birth was 

successful or not. I was not feeling any sympathy at all. I did not like Nsangi because 

she nearly killed my husband…  

Wakawaka: Nsangi could go and share her problems with women or women in the 

neighbourhood but not a man because men are more likely to help the boys. Elderly 

women have constructive thoughts. An elderly woman would be of help.  

Agneta. Nsangi is likely to suffer under the co-wives given that the man does not 

seem to care about her. As a way out, she could hide the money she got from the aunt, 

breast feed the child to some age and then go and set herself up…. She could find a 

place to vend tomatoes…  

Zamilla: I think part of the problem is that Nsangi was not creative. She did not seem 

to have ideas of her own. 

Bitu: Let her accept misery like the miserable. After recuperating, she should get her 

hoe and till the land to get food and raise her child. She should stealthily sell some of 

her food and hide the money. She can then escape with her kid and start some market 

vending. After two months she will be able to support her child and herself.  Nsangi 

should have thrown the husband in the water later when she was ready to leave. … I 

would take into account my situation and not react immediately. I would persevere 

and work and sell my maize cassava or whatever I am able to grow till I raise 

something like ten thousand shillings. That is a lot of money in the village. 
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Namujju (acted co-wife of Nsangi) she found the other women who could do their 

work. They could make all kinds of handicrafts. She should have made friends with 

them and learnt from them. She refused to observe the rule in the home, and threw 

their man in water and so they hated her the more…. She found us with our man. We 

were used to the situation. We had stopped worrying about the ways of our husband. 

We loved our man. 

Tom: Nsangi has two problems. She is born to suffer with the world. Born with curse 

of suffering … the problem is with her and she may never get better. It appears every 

problem keeps following her. She is a destination for problems. … She should leave 

the man after her child has grown and use her money for vending maize, liver or 

whatever. Vending fried liver does not require more than 5,000/ as initial capital 

because liver produces its own cooking oil. Let her fry liver. This could save her from 

the misery of this world. 

Sarah: The way I see it, Nsangi’s sister is cause of her troubles. She should have left 

Nsangi at the father’s home without taking her to school. First of all Nsangi was still 

young. She would have grown up, men would have began admiring her, seen the aunt, 

introduced themselves, brought bride price, and wedded her, so she may also have 

some happiness. Even if it turned out that such a marriage did not work out, at least 

Nsangi would have had one moment in her life that she enjoyed. 

Eva: After all the suffering Nsangi has experienced, she should turn to God. She 

should go to the saved people and stay with and get help from them. 

Zubeda: The problem originated from her father and aunt. They must have made a 

secret contract with man relating to money and so had to send her back to him every 

time she tried to get away. Such things used to happen in olden times… 

Namiiro: What actually caused problems for Nsangi is the first wife in the home. She 

distorted the husband. She gave in to the rules that the man made and then she went 

ahead to instruct all other women in the rules. If she had refused to obey him at the 

very beginning, the habit of women having to carry him would not have taken root. 

The problem with the first wives is that they spoil the husband completely and you 

who come later [as junior wife] cannot repair the man however much you try. Had the 

first wife refused to follow that regulation, Nsangi would not have found such a 

disturbing rule and she would have managed to stay in the marriage. …If I were 
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Nsangi, I would leave everything as it is because, my dear, it is difficult to realign a 

man whom other women have distorted. … I would get a friend to be with and start 

working little by little. 

Namubiru: Nsangi should have stayed and obeyed. In olden times, men would slice 

off ears of women who defied them. You would remain with one ear, the other cut off 

for failure to listen. Going back home to a useless father and aunt would not make a 

difference. In olden days when they gave you off in marriage, at times to settle debts, 

you had to keep in that marriage by all means. 
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APPENDIX 18 

DISCUSSION EXCERPT: EXPLANATIONS OF DESIRE 

Jennifer: We asked ourselves the question: What causes women to desire? The 

explanations we found are as follows: Women desire because of a need to have a 

change in their circumstances e.g. to eat well and to look well. Secondly, homes that 

have no affection tempt women okwegomba (to desire).  You find a home where there 

is hardly any communication between husband and wife. You find them together in a 

home and it is like they do not want to see each other. We see them where we pass. 

You see them in their Benz and it is like they are enemies. Such a situation causes the 

woman to look for a relationship outside [marriage] to give her some peace of mind. 

(Turning to women participants) I think that is true… That is what causes women 

okwegomba; to find space where her worries can get rest, someone who will show her 

love. Not trusting one another also causes women okwegomba. Fourthly, not wishing 

others well also causes [some] women to entice other women’s husbands so that they 

can fail other people’s marriages. Such a woman says, “Why is it that every month, 

every occasion, her husband buys her clothes? Why is it that she is able to afford all 

types of things; changing shoes, bags? Let me befriend and love her husband so that 

she may fail”. … She could have her home but fail you in yours. She could even ruin 

your home, not take your place but go back to hers. 

Beat: Would that be Okwegomba? 

Zamilla: Yes. In okwegomba she seeks to spoil your marriage. Because she has 

desired your home, she decides to spoil things for you. It is obutayagaliza (envy) but 

starts as Okwegomba. 

Beat: Has such a thing ever happened? 

Chorus: Yiii! 

Maria: Some woman sees Maria feeding well, she has something to drink, she is 

happy with her husband and they are enjoying themselves. That woman may also 

have a husband, a home and they may also be eating well and have what to drink. But 

then she realises that Maria is on the same level with her. She does not wish to see 

someone in conditions that are as good as hers, and so she moves to destabilise her. 
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Jennifer: Abject poverty also causes women okwegomba. She is surrounded with 

people cooking all kinds of good food. She looks out and someone is roasting meat, 

then evumbe on the other side. She takes a month and then another month goes by 

without even offal reaching her home. Her patience is tested and she wonders, “For 

how long will I have to bear this?” And yet she gets people who seduce her.  How 

patient can she be with you? She has asked for a shoe and you cannot provide. Not 

even some ordinary lotion for her skin or even just soap for washing. So at times 

poverty that is in excess tempts women okwegomba. 

Beat: Are you saying a woman who is not poor cannot desire? 

Voices:  She does. 

Jennifer: But poverty is one of the problems that lead women to desire. 

Zamilla: With poverty, your friend could be persevering owing to the love and other 

things you show her. But on your side (as a husband) I tell you, “we need to eat meat” 

and a month goes by and then another. I ask “how about a dress for visiting?” and you 

tell me, “My dear, we do not have [money]”. You keep telling me we do not have … 

But you also know temptations, particularly with respect to us women. And some men 

use that chance knowing that your husband is poor. They could even tell you, “Your 

marriage is an ill-fated journey. The man you have is taking you nowhere. Don’t you 

think you will go stale? Why don’t you adjust your thinking. It appears you are going 

to rust”. You may have been patient but you will realize that in actual fact you are 

going stale…. you are likely to find poverty has gone beyond the limit, persistent 

poverty. You will then say, “My dear, I will not die crumpled. Let me have a change 

in my life”. 

Namata:  Not being sexually able, having no self-starter and requiring to be pushed 

before you can ignite is also a problem … (Laughter and voices of affirmation). 

Jennifer: Men who cannot sustain their power and you start wondering, “my dear, for 

how long will I endure?” 

Namata: He only digs one yard. 

Jennifer: He may not even be able do any digging. 

Beat: How do you know that some other people are able to cover more than a yard? 
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Maria: We go to our groups, clubs or you could even have a close friend. It could be 

from the saloon. 

Voice: Radios have come in these days. 

Maria: The radios came. That is where you hear someone say; “Mm, can I tell you 

about mine? … He is tick”. And that hits you because you could just be keeping quiet 

about the problem of your man. You have life, life you have. Yet your man cannot run 

full course. In a month he does it once ... He may not even be able to make that one. 

Bitu: It may not even come to one in a whole month. He just sleeps. 

Voice:  He could just make half (laughter). 

Beat: Does that cause you to desire? 

Maria: Yes, to please your life…. (Laughter. To the facilitator) Musomesa, he comes 

like this (mimics) today, you will see me … (Laughter) (Hamza attempts to explain 

something but he is told to hold on).  Musomesa, we are all grownups here and the 

reason we are here is to learn (Beat appeals for calm/attention). … and soon after you 

have started, and before anything [happening] he is going kukukuku! 

Bitu: Like a cock!  (Laughter). 

Maria: You are left in suspense. You can hardly comprehend yourself. What do I do 

about this? Then you attempt to revive him but as you do this, there is-? (pauses for 

other participants to fill in). 

Chorus: (Filling in) No word from his side. 

Maria: As this happens, Mr somebody is on the fence the entire time beckoning, “my 

dear, my dear!” 

Voice: Yet all you can feel is your man’s elbows. 

Maria: Then you will say “let me try some other place”. And the one time you go 

there, your thirst will be all quenched. 

Voice: If only men could be open about these issues. 

Wakawaka: Instructor, I do not dispute what the women are saying, [but] on the side 

of men, we also find similar problems. You reach a point where eh eh, nakatogo 

kamulema, you hear the song. She cannot boil an ordinary mix of food. She just burns 
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it. And as a result, when I fry food and the woman goes and talk about it. That is 

lugambo – rumour mongering - which we talked of. She tells her friend, “my dear, my 

man is an expert at frying!” and  you [the man] wakes up to find yourself frying all 

the women because she tells her friends about your skills at frying (Exclamations of 

disbelief from the women) … these things  happen,  my dear! … 

Jennifer: Another reason, which causes women to desire, is bareness. A woman 

could spend sometime in marriage without bearing a child and yet she sees other 

women with children. She also desires to get one. She could begin to think that it is 

the husband who is barren, leading her to go to out in search of a child. 

Voice: Yes, the desire to be give birth could also cause one to desire. 

Zigizigi: You find that such a woman has left home, got a lover and someone who is 

of lower status than the husband at that. He could be homeless, just stranded. Yet at 

home she has everything. She has children but she leaves this. This is because having 

omwoyo omutono (easily tempted). 

Jennifer: What causes omwoyo omutono? 

Zigizigi: It is the nature of the person, in my view. 

Namubiru: Because of having three wives, you may not be satisfying me [as one of 

the wives] and yet I may have ever been with a man before meeting you. We could be 

three wives but simply persevering with our problem. Not being able to sexually 

satisfy causes women Okwegomba and to have extramarital affairs. For example, we 

could be travelling to Katwe and you [the man] abandons me at the Queen’s tower; 

(to the women) will you have arrived? 

Chorus: No! 

Namubiru: Will I have completed the journey? 

Maria: A quarter of the journey. 

Namubiru: Why then don’t I go to one who will accompany me to my destination? 

Some participants – male- argue that there are women who will persevere in poverty 

and remain committed to their relationship. Beat cites an example of women in olden 

days, as possible examples to illustrate this claim.  
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Zamilla:  Those women did not have a voice. They were told that such things are not 

talked about. A man should not be caused shame. You cannot speak out about your 

husband’s inability to function … You can seal my mouth but you cannot seal nature. 

This woman will go out and beget this child. Husbands of such wives would know 

that the child is not theirs and they would give a name meaning the child was not his 

… amongst us Baganda, such names like Bisirikirwa, there are the Samanyas, we 

have Namalwa … had meaning. This tells of our nature which is not a new thing. So 

you see a home where they are poor and wives seeming to persevere but in such 

situation, there is always a problem that you may not notice. The woman will move 

out and Kayanda will be the father of her children. So it may not be obvious to the 

ordinary eye but in such a home there is infidelity. There is okwegomba. 

Maria: You get a family with grown-up children but they are fathered by a neighbour 

or at times a friend to the home … There is a live example close by here in Magenge 

(not real name). They are neighbours but the six children are not the man’s, they are 

for a bosom friend. 
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APPENDIX 19 

DISCUSSION EXCERPT: NARRATIVES OF DESIRE 

Christina: A woman admires your home and comes and does everything and takes 

your man. These days women will do all those little things to attract you [the man] 

and in the end she wins you. (To women participants) We see these things, not so? 

…that is because she has desired your husband just like Nambi desired Kintu. And in 

the same way, we [women] do desire all kinds of things, your friend’s husband, 

inclusive. 

Woman: And also western culture’s striptease…hawkers, fashion. 

Another woman: We also desire foods. 

Leticia: Some of the things we women desire show stupidity. You can have all 

provisions at home and a good husband, and you leave these and begin a relationship 

with a servant. 

Nambogo: But a man also desires maids at home and some of them underage. So this 

thing is on both sides. It is natural for both man and women. 

Christina: That may be the case but women exceed men in that respect … 

Zamilla: You can be advised that the boy you love has no family and his background 

is not clear and that you might find some difficulty if you insist and continue with the 

affair. It could also be that the boy’s cultural background or nationality is questionable 

and so you might find difficulties in the future. But a girl will be blinded by love and 

not to ask herself, “what if time for introducing this man to my parents comes and 

there are problems?” She will not even think about that. And then comes a moment 

for her to take their first born [to the boys] home and next, as that culture may 

demand, a meal has to be made out of a first born. Next the baby is boiling in the 

pot…alternatively a culture may expect more from her than she can manage. 

Christina: Another example is a woman who sees a man with a house, a posh car and 

property and she starts imagining that the man can give her a bright future, or that she 

will take him and introduce him to her parents. She wakes up only to find that he is a 

thief and the riches have vanished… all because you have not looked beyond your 

nose. The [parents] may have recommended a different man for you [whom you 
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declined]. In the olden times parents used to choose homes in which their children 

married. [This is] because they were looking ahead and considering the type of 

family. They knew well that a family would offer security in case there was a 

problem. These days, people choose their spouses and then turn around to complain 

that the men are battering them. As long as they choose for themselves, that is their 

problem. 

Agneta: We women have wanted easy and quick things. You see a man in a 

[Mercedes] Benz; you do not know where it came from. .. He could even deceive you 

that he is going to marry you then you follow him and find yourself pregnant. Then he 

tells you that he cannot drop his family for you… 

Sarah: If Gulu had made it clear to Nambi about the consequences of Walumbe 

following her and just told her clearly what would happen that, “Walumbe will kill 

your children,” it is possible that Nambi would not have returned to pick millet for the 

chicken. So if you are advising someone, be explicit and say, for instance, “you girl, 

should you do that and you will get pregnant”, instead of saying, “you girl, should you 

do such things, whatever happens will be your own problem”. 

Leticia: We women do not very much see ahead of us. There is a story I know of a 

man who was devoted to his home; caring for it, but the woman was standing on two 

or should I say three legs. She lost her home where she had got three children because 

she could not see ahead. She started extra marital affairs, forgetting that she had a 

home she was supposed to be in and, besides, she was a wedded wife. When the man 

came to hear of it and he proved it, she lost the marriage. Now she is suffering mainly 

because she did not see ahead…The man got another woman and so they are now a 

happy couple. Lack of foresight made a woman who was fully provided for and 

married to a devoted husband ruin her marriage. 
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APPENDIX 20 

DISCUSSION EXCERPT: DECONSTRUCTING 

SCENARIOS OF DESIRE 

Zigizigi: Problem is the woman admiring another woman’s man has caused her acid 

burn. The man also just duped her and left her in the lodge. 

Tom: women desire so much. For instance the outside woman told the man that she 

should be the one to sit in that car and that the man’s wife should never sit in it again. 

The rumourmonger is the problem. She is the cause of the other woman being burnt 

with acid. If it were not for her the other two [lovers] would have continued with their 

relationship. She should have kept quiet.  

Christina I also agree. The other two should have been left to continue with their 

thing [affair]. I [if I was the woman} would have been angry if I was told the 

rumours. I would tell the rumourmonger that I was going to let my husband know. I 

would turn to my husband and seek an explanation and then I would tell him to 

continue with the affair and let him know I was leaving. I do not entertain rumours. 

Leticia: She should not have gone to disrupt the peace of a woman who was being 

well looked after and eating fatty and juicy things. The man was providing all. They 

should not have taken rumours to disrupt all these. Rumour mongering is an act of 

hostility. 

Zigizigi: Desire is problematic. The woman waylaid another’s husband determined to 

love him. In the end, she got scathed with acid. The poor woman should have 

persevered and the problem [of acid burns] would not have arisen. I support the 

rumourmonger because if you are tipped, then you feel happy. 

Namubiru: I do not blame the rumourmonger but the woman who desired another’s 

husband. It is very bad. 

Bitu: I too do not blame rumourmonger. Everybody was seeing it; the other woman 

desiring another’s husband. She [the rumourmonger] had to tip her friend so that 

together they find away of separating that woman from the other’s man. She [the 

wife] should not scathe the man but the woman (voices in support). Given the 

friendship the woman had in her friend’s home, it was not right that she should desire 
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her friend’s man…. I would not like my friend to love my man. That is why I acted 

the role of the informer with enthusiasm. If it was another woman [loving my man], I 

could [possibly] forgive her. But not my friend… I have seen many cases of acid 

burns in Mulago where I work. Many women have been brought having been burnt by 

fellow women and friends. 

Leticia talked of how her friend had affair with her man and that her employer also 

tipped her about her man having many women. She ascertained it after a group of 

women had attacked and insulted her. A friend encouraged her to separate with the 

man. The friend then helped her pack and shift her property to another house. After 

the last load had been shifted, the friend returned via where the man was waiting for 

her and they proceeded into the house Leticia had just left. They locked themselves in. 

The sister to Leticia’s boyfriend tipped her that her friend had locked herself in the 

house with the man. When the whistleblower swore it was true, Leticia picked a knife, 

went to house and kicked open the door. She plucked the blanket off the pair, grabbed 

the woman’s leg and was about to slice it when her sister in-law held her back. The 

lovers fled. Leticia said, they then soaked the beddings in paraffin and were restrained 

from lighting a fire. “I could not believe that a friend and one that had helped me shift 

my property had done that [to me]. 

Namubiru: I [too] was seriously affected when a friend and workmate of mine loved 

my husband. The affair was secretive at first. He then started faking safaris upcountry 

and yet he was just living close by. I noticed that the man was no longer providing. A 

friend came and tipped me that a friend of mine was having a relationship with my 

man. I could not believe it. I was ready to kill or die. I attacked the woman and we 

had a good fight, blow to blow. I accused her of betraying our friendship by loving 

my man. She promised to love him even the more. I had been abandoned and 

suffering with my children. I had to begin vending food to feed and educate my 

children. The man was no longer providing for the home.  

Beat: What were you dying for?  

Namubiru: My man. And secondly, I could not believe that a friend had done that to 

me.  I had problems. I was no longer receiving food from the man and here I was with 

six children. If I was being provided for, I could have possibly persevered and not 
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attacked her. But there was nothing [I was receiving from him]. So I had to fight for 

dear life. 

Christina (Refers to Scenario Three). It gave me a picture that made me think of the 

problems in marriage. There is this problem of poverty. A man returns home empty 

handed and the wife looks at you and sees you as useless … while others enter 

carrying provisions, you come in with nothing. The wife receives you with hostility. 

Such a situation cannot make a happy marriage. The man [in the drama] does not 

seem to know why his wife is always hostile. Why don’t you once come with 

something so that my spirits can be lifted and I welcome you, “darling today you have 

come lifting something” You [the man] come with nothing and you all look at each 

other like you want to fight. So much hostility! Such a home is not a right home. 

Namubiru: The play has taught me that as women we need to work hard when we 

have children. I was moved when I saw the child collapsing and yet the mother could 

do nothing about it. The father had also disappeared. We as women should strive to 

provide for our children. 

Tom: (Referring to Image two). It has shown weakness on either side. There is 

problem of desire on woman’s part and weakness on the man’s part. The woman said 

she could be married in two homes - cooking either side. 

Wakawaka: Fellow men, beware of wives being close because they will start 

covering up for one another in terms of their affairs. You have to be careful about 

women being close. 

Samali: Poverty is a terrible thing. The play has shown the conditions of poverty in 

which we actually live, where others afford and other cannot. Some people bring food 

and poor people’s children are tempted to steal. We have really to work hard… 

Zigizigi: what I have learnt from the play is that all women, except my mother, desire 

a lot. … All a woman needs is to see a neighbour coming in carrying something really 

little, and [she] will be completely overcome. By the time she wakes up to realise that 

you two could have worked to get your own things, you will have got another woman 

with whom you can persevere and build your own home, while she will be in the cold. 

Women cannot persevere. 
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APPENDIX 21 

DISCUSSION EXCERPT: COMMUNITY ANALYSIS OF 

ENAKU 

These are excerpts of the community’s views of what course of action should be taken 

after Mrs. Musoke is caught with John. At that time Mr. Musoke who had abandoned 

his family returns to assert claim on the women and his home. Mrs. Musoke turns to 

the audience seeking advice. 

Man B: She should persevere and stay with the new man. 

Man C: The owner of the home [the husband] should go back to his concubine. 

Young woman 1: The husband should rent elsewhere and leave the wife to continue 

the affair with the rich man. 

Man D: That is impossible. The one who pays rent has to come back to his house. 

Man A: The husband was unable to pay rent for six months. He should be kicked out. 

Let the rich man pay rent here [for the poor man’s wife] and for his home and keep 

the two women. Otherwise, [Mr. Musoke] has failed. He should go. He is no longer 

able (the community applauds him thunderously). 

Older man This should be a lesson to women and others; beware of the kind of 

friends you make. Friends should not be trusted… 

Elderly woman: The husband should go back to the concubine. 

Young woman 2: The man should go back to the concubine. The woman should 

remain with the man who is paying her rent. 

Beat: How does that help the situation? [Besides], the rich man is married. 

Woman: Let him have two [wives]. 

Young man: The woman should go back to her husband. Even though he may not be 

in position to pay rent, he can still improvise. He is still alive. The other man is 

married. Otherwise, it is going to cause conflicts between the two women… 

Young woman: The husband should go back to the concubine. He could not have 

been living with the concubine without giving her support. You cannot leave your 
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wife without rent and money and expect them to survive without support…the rich 

man is paying rent.  

Young women 2: So let him have two wives. 

Man A: (appealing) my dear people, since time immemorial, a man has always had 

more than one woman. Let all the people involved perseverance with the 

situation…Anyway, given the situation (AIDS) today, if the rich man can give them 

attention, time and affection and also look after them … 

Beat: And what if a woman had three men/husbands? 

Man A: It is naturally impossible for a woman to have three husbands. If Mrs. 

Musoke goes with John, then let her stay there and persevere with her friend (John’s 

wife) through their tensions. 

Older man 2: The husband went to the concubine in order to get some support so that 

he could look after his family. So, his wife was at fault to begin a relationship with 

another man. Given the situation today (AIDS), you [the woman] should persevere. 

Why don’t you instead take the children to your parents and wait for your husband to 

return and then collect you? 

Older woman: Musoke’s wife should have stayed in her home and used the money 

she got from John to rehabilitate and support her husband so that he could keep at 

home. This way, they would be able to keep their marriage and also look after their 

children (Clapping in support of her). 

Man B: Mrs Musoke is a slut. She loved John before her husband had chased her out 

of home. So she is a loose woman. If she had loved John after Mr. Musoke had 

thrown her out of the house, her action would have been understandable. But she did 

it before. So she was a loose woman. She had the habit of sleeping around. That 

woman is a wrong one. 

Facilitator: So what do you advise? 

Man B: (Pause) Advising the woman? 

Facilitator: Yes, given her situation. 

Man B: (Pause) The one who has been thrown out of the house? 

Facilitator: Yes. 
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Man B: (Long pause. Waving hands dismissingly) let her go with her new man… 

Young man: Given the conditions in which the woman is and her suffering, now that 

she has got someone who can give her some help, let the husband go and find himself 

employment. Let her stay with the rich man (Clapping) 

Young girl: (To the previous discussant) Point made. I give you three marks for 

that... 

Rasta: Musoke should thank the rich man because he would have found his wife dead 

after all the six months he left her without care. She should leave the house the 

husband has been renting and find other accommodation that John will pay for and 

she remains with him. 

Facilitator: Will that be sustainable? 

Chorus: Mr. Rich man is there. 

Older man: The play has lessons for both men and women but most especially for 

men. And that is: every time you relax in providing for your home, you will encounter 

problems. I do not blame the woman very much, because when the man went to do 

Kyeyo, he returned empty handed. While the woman, doing kyeyo, was able to 

provide for her home and her children. Therefore, all men here, including me, should 

know that if you relax in your duty of care, these are some of the problems that you 

will find. If you are not sure, do not experiment with marriage. If you find that you 

cannot manage, do not marry. 

Man A: Given the situation now (AIDS), now that Mr. Musoke has gone with his 

concubine, he should return to her while the wife continues with John. The situation 

today does not need jumping around. Now that she has found John, and he is taking 

care of her, let her stick to him. Although he has another wife, he is within reach and 

will be able to care for her and his other home (applause)… 

Older woman: Even if it is the question of sickness (AIDS), they were aware of the 

situation today. So let them continue … 

Man A: It is possible that the rich man’s wife was not doing certain tasks 

satisfactorily. Women, you should take careful note of that. That could be the reason 

her husband (John) came to this other woman. 

Young man: But this is going to bring sickness.  
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Man A: And did Musoke bring better things from his concubine. This is a lesson to 

women beware of friends getting close to your men. 

Rasta: Women have become enterprising these days. She could get money from John 

and begin some business such as vending wood fuel… she will manage. That’s what I 

think. 
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APPENDIX 22 

REFLECTIONS ON GAMES AND EXERCISES 

Christina: I liked most the Professor game. It amazed me. We entangled [and] the 

professor, failed to understand how we had got interlocked. The way we managed to 

get back easily and on our own amazed me. I enjoyed it most of all. 

Nambogo: I liked the Pass the Ball game most. Names of people you know 

disappear. You make an effort to remember [the names] and soon you find yourself 

out (see Appendix 1 on the description on the game for related discussion).  

Jennifer:  I liked most Simon Says. It trains you to think and consider your moves 

carefully. I liked it very much. 

Leticia: Mingle and Pass the Ball “Nange nkantabula!” (It amazes me!). 

Maria: I enjoyed all the games. Women come feeling cold and low. Others come 

limping but the exercises help to warm us up and we go back when the sick leg is 

straight. At times I come when my back is aching but I go back home when the back 

is well. I have enjoyed all the games. 

Namata: I have liked the exercises very much because they wake our brains. You 

find your mind attentive to what is taking place around you. 

Agneta: I have enjoyed all these games. I come when I am feeling cold and feverish 

but after jumping and moving about, I find that I am feeling much better and quite 

okay particularly after playing the pass the ball game. That one is in a class of its 

own. 

Bitu: Since beginning these games, I have enjoyed them tremendously. The very first 

time we began, I went home sick. My tummy was aching and I was breathing with 

difficulty. If I lifted my hands like this (she demonstrates), I felt pain. If I moved my 

leg like this (she demonstrates), I felt pain. But since we began doing the exercises on 

a regular basis, I got well. Now I am healed.  

Namu: Honestly, since we started doing the exercises, I feel a change in my life 

especially with the Simon Says game. I enjoy it very much. There is something it adds 

to me. 
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Kobusingye: I enjoy the Enyonyi game most. It has taught me that once you are 

united it becomes difficult for negative forces to undermine you. 

Zubeda:  I am lost of words. Whenever I go home from here, I usually tell my 

children that what I am experiencing is something I have never experienced despite 

having ever been a performer. I am intrigued with the professor game. It overwhelms 

me and I enjoy it enormously. Another game I like is Mingle. It has melted all my 

fats. Today I came feeling cold but now my body is full of warmth. Other games that I 

enjoyed were Mother Duck and Iyo mama I was enormously delighted. 

Namubiru: I would like to begin by thanking our trainers for bringing us this far. We 

could not run initially but now our bodies feel very good. The Pass the Ball game 

amazes me; you score where there is no goal post (laughter). 

Zamilla: I like Iyo mama. And Pass the Ball teaches you to be attentive and 

intelligent. You have to be sharp. Can you imagine that I passed the ball onto 

someone who had long left the pitch? (Laughter). 

Sarah: These exercises have been very helpful to me personally. I had a motorbike 

accident and a metal had to be fixed in my leg. After doing the exercises for the first 

time, here, I was able to climb the stairs at my place of work. Whereas I used to feel 

as if the metal pin was about to pierce my flesh, this time I do not feel the pain. Since 

that time, when I am at home, I have been repeating the exercises I learnt here. In 

respect of the Professor game, it has taught me that you need a helping hand to 

supplement your efforts if you are to overcome your problems  

Wakawaka: Generally the games are good. They wake our minds. The game 

(Chinese whisper) we began with today was very interesting. We began with 'you are 

beautiful' and ended up with 'good afternoon'. You have to be very attentive to what is 

happening around you. 

Kobusingye: When we began, I had difficulty with walking, I would move with a 

limp but after these exercises, I am now able to race. The exercise that helped to 

straighten my back was the Mother Duck game. Before that, I was not able to bend 

easily but nowadays, I have no problem with bending and I feel much better when I 

do it. 

Babirye: The exercises have been useful to us in various ways. Imagine we the old 

ones used to do exercises a long time ago. When the instructors challenged each of us 
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to offer games and exercises, I had to think back to the games I used to play when I 

was still young. I remembered Enyonyi. The games helped us to run. We got fit. We 

may be old but we feel we are also making a contribution. We feel we have something 

to offer. 

Hamza: There is no game that I have not enjoyed…what I enjoy most is looking at 

myself (in the games) and then I look at the way the women shake their bottoms old 

and young…this amuses me…(laughter). Others do not know how to march 

(laughter). 

Nambogo: Hamza, it appears you are just interested in bottoms of women (others 

laugh). 

Flora: I have liked all the games although I have at times not participated because of 

my sick leg. 

Eva: I am lost of words. I have enjoyed all the exercises. They have reminded me of 

my nursery school days how I used to jump and play. It makes me happy and I feel 

good about myself. 
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APPENDIX 23 

JOURNAL EXCERPT: CHRISTINA’S JOURNAL, Day 7  

I as Christina, I would like to thank our teachers for enabling us to learn from our 

past. This is because [we have used] the songs and games which we used to do when 

we were young and in Primary School. In addition, the new games that we are 

learning are helping to open our minds, to exercise our bodies and to learn effectively 

and also to be creative. At first I thought that the teachers would first teach us on a 

subject of their choice and after that ask us to create a play on the subject. But instead, 

we have participated in the process of learning. 
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APPENDIX 24 

DISCUSSION EXCERPTS: NARRATIVES OF CHANGE 

Zamilla: The Nsangi workshops have taught us that a girl child, even though she may 

fall out of school, the medicine is not to marry her off without a plan. If she gets no 

peace in marriage, you [as the parent] still bears the burden. Nsangi was lucky to have 

given birth. There was a possibility that she could have died in childbirth. There are 

cases where perseverance does not apply and you will not get any good by 

persevering. Without care one could easily die of an infection and blame it on 

witchcraft. If your child has failed in education, marriage should not be seen as a 

solution. Rather set her up so that, in case of a problem, she can get a solution. Get her 

something to do. You never know, she might get a good husband [in the future] and 

find a happy marriage. 

Maria talked of attending wedding of Nambogo’s daughter. She credited the bride for 

being patient and persevering for 25 years in a marriage. She said Nambogo’s son in-

law, having appreciated the woman’s perseverance, made up his mind to wed her.  

Maria said “she was an embodiment of all the issues and problems we have been 

engaging in. She got pregnant and was sent to her parents. Another time she was sent 

back to the husband by Nambogo because she was pregnant and Nambogo did not 

have means to care for her; they could not fit in the single-room space. Nambogo told 

her to return to husband and persevere. She went and found co-wives and they 

mistreated her. She went through the same experiences as the ones we are exploring.  

Babirye said participating in the workshop will help them as parents who have 

daughters and that they had gained understanding and knowledge and can advise the 

children, when in problems, to find some income generating activities and support 

their children instead of abandoning them. She said, “You counsel them and if God 

helps they can sanctify their marriage”.  

Norah: I have now learnt empathy and I should be able to show it if I am in similar 

circumstances in the future … it is because I have experienced the problem [through 

performance]. I have learnt that it is good to help other people.  

Namata explained her change of heart towards Nsangi to a more supportive 

relationship as a consequence of participation and reflection on her role. 
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Agneta claimed to have learnt that loving another’s man is a daring and suicidal act… 

Zamilla reported that she had just witnessed a fight in the village between a man’s 

wife and another woman who was having a relationship with the man. “It is not clear 

if the other woman is also married to the man or just a concubine. They have plucked 

each other’s hair and one has gone to the police”. She blamed the wife who fights the 

lover over a relationship especially if it has existed for a long time. “If it is beginning, 

then I could confront you to stop the affair.  But given today’s situation (AIDS), I will 

know I have no peace and no life. I would not waste time to confront you or to lose 

my hair to you (in a fight) and even get diseases. I cannot. Although there is jealousy 

we also need to use our heads... I would rather fight with my man and if I find that I 

cannot manage it we part ways”. 

Wakawaka asks to be excused for constantly referring to his life. He says he has 

many problems. Talks of when his daughter got pregnant while at school. He took the 

baby way from the girl and gave the boy (who impregnated his daughter) the child. 

He then took the daughter to her grandmother so that she could continue with her 

education. The daughter ran off with another man and got pregnant and also fell sick. 

Wakawaka, said he refused to treat her and told her never come to his home...he said 

that participating in the story of Nsangi, and the challenges she faced in the scenarios,  

had made him reflect on how he related with and treated his daughter.  “Should the 

child get a problem (die), the body will be dropped at your door and you will bear the 

expenses and you would have nothing to do”.… 

Zigizigi who had acted Nsangi's father said he’d been reflecting on the way Nsangi 

was chased from home by the father. “It would have been better for the father to have 

received the daughter warmly and brought her close to him, received the child, held it 

and given her some assistance”. That would have helped the girl to feel at home and 

accepted and to feel that she had elders. Asked why he had changed from his earlier 

position when he had said that it was not any of his business, he replied, “That was 

because it was still a new thing to me and it came as a surprise. But I have had time to 

reflect on it and also to seek and get advice from fellow elders who counselled me. It 

is good to welcome your daughter, reconcile and discuss and also understand her 

point of view. This way you will avoid a repeat of such situations”. 
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Zamilla claimed what participants were doing had exceeded their expectations. …the 

use of images, improvising with stories. She claimed they were “getting opened up”. 

People understand what they are involved in now. People are no longer shy... 

Tom said he was motivated by the cooperative way in which they were working and 

building the play and valuing everybody’s contribution. That the exercise/game of 

Meet, Argue and Make up (see Appendix 1) showed true situation where at home they 

at times quarrel over very little things. But that the game had an element of people 

making up and he said this was a big lesson for him. 

Zubeda: The play reminded me of an incident in my childhood.  I was at home and 

there was a labourer working at rich man’s place. He contacted my mother saying, “I 

always return late and request for your daughter to help cook for me so that I can find 

food ready when I come”. He would pay me 1,500/=. ... One day after serving him 

food he pulled me in a makeshift room and attempted to rape me. I pulled away and 

ran. It was because of this poverty that I was nearly raped. 

Jennifer said she had learnt that it was important not to allow girl children to move 

close to men in places were they could be vulnerable or even to move to such places 

unaccompanied.  That girls should not accept to take the books to a teacher’s house 

…it is a hostile act to send your daughter to a bachelor. 

Hamza: The play has given me a debt. I gave my daughter to someone who I do not 

know so well. It has made me want to go early tomorrow to find out a little more 

about him. It has given me a shock and tomorrow early in the morning I will go to 

meet my child and find out more about this person…. He is a cousin but we did not 

grow together. 
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APPENDIX 25 

DISCUSSION EXCERPT: THE POLYGAMOUS CAT 

Zigizigi retold a situation where he was involved with two women. He became 

suspicious that an acquittance of his was having an affair with his unofficial wife. He 

returned unexpectedly and found them having sex in the store attached to the house. 

Zigizigi: I pushed the door and found them like this (he demonstrates people hurdled 

together). I was determined to burst one of them with my foot. Unfortunately, I 

stepped on a [six inch] nail and it pierced me deep. But my dear, I did not feel it at all. 

Then the man attempted to flee. (Exclaims) ha! There was an axe; one that was used 

for splitting firewood. That is the one I picked. He was lucky to survive…God just 

helped me and told me not to use the sharp side and I turned the other side, and hit 

him. He fell flat in a pond of mud. I then set upon him; disturbing him with the axe. 

Whenever he attempted to rise, I would hit. I was sure I was going to kill him…till he 

found an opening and took off. So I then turned to the woman. 

Bitu: Was she waiting as you beat the man? You would not have found me if I were 

the one. 

Zigizigi: And where would she have gone? She failed to get away. I was then a very 

fierce man. I had just come from the army…I then turned on the woman and beat her, 

ya, ya, ya! I beat her so well that she spent three days in the house without setting foot 

outside. 

Kobisingye: Why did you beat her? 

Zigizigi: She gave out my things. 

Kobisingye: Where were you when she was giving them out? 

Agneta: Had she given out everything? 

Zigizigi: If I buy my ten kilos of sugar, does it mean that you can scoop out some of it 

and give it away… that is why I beat her. 

Agneta: Where had you taken her things? 

Zigizigi: Her things? A woman does not have things of her own. She does not even 

have that kind of authority over my things (laughs). 



 

A73 

Kobisingye:  (Angrily) In that case I would give all of it away… 

Agneta: You had two women; you should have let her be with the man … because 

you were possibly not going to sleep in her bed. 

Zamilla: You should have just cautioned her that “if you repeat this another time, I 

will kill you”. 

Zigizigi: That is what you think. (Zamilla gives up with a sheepish smile). 

Kobisingye: What if it was your wife who had found you with another woman? 

Zigizigi: What would she have done after all? You [as a woman] do not have that 

authority over me. (Agitated) You do not. 

Agneta: (Emphatically) But everyone moves with his or her things (Zigizigi looks 

away indifferently). 

Leticia: The matter of women and men is not a simple one. Even mere chickens, they 

fight over a hen. Even if you have a Pajero … how many millions [of shillings] does 

it cost? But a woman you got from a bar, never paid anything for her and have not 

even visited her parents [to be introduced]; you [still] fight over her…just drop this 

argument. It is nature. 

Zubeda: It is in nature. I have a cat at home. There is another cat that fathered it and 

spends most of its time in a nearby market. In that market, there are many female cats. 

But my cat cannot cross to the market where the females are. Whenever the [its 

father] sights it, it attacks it immediately, scratching it and molesting it, and so my cat 

runs back home. And it attacks my cat because it thinks that my cat is going to love its 

women. …. It is nature. 
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APPENDIX 26 

ISIS – WICCE PROFILE 

Our History 

Isis – Women’s International Cross Cultural Exchange (Isis-WICCE) is a global 

action oriented women’s resource centre that emulates Isis, the ancient Egyptian 

goddess of wisdom, creativity and knowledge. It was started in 1974 in Geneva, 

Switzerland. Isis-WICCE was founded in response to the need for women from 

various regions of the world to communicate ideas, create solidarity networks and 

share information to overcome gender inequalities. It relocated to Kampala, Uganda 

at the end of 1993. The objective of the move was to tap African women’s ides, views 

and problems and make then part of the global agenda.  

Aims 

 Isis-WICCE aims to contribute to the empowerment of women by 

documenting and providing gender disaggregated data, and compile statistics 

on the consequences and prevalence of the different forms of violence against 

women. 

 Building women’s skills to develop a culture of peace, transformation of 

conflicts and to learn negotiation skills in order for women to be part of the 

peace building processes at all levels. 

 Advocating for the protection of women especially in situations of armed 

conflict. 

 Using the media to make issues of women’s concern visible to the public 

sphere. 

 Building women’s skills in the use of information technology. 

 Development if information to address the specific information needs of 

women. 

Activities 

Through its four thematic areas: Skill building, documentation and information 

dissemination, networking, and advocacy, Isis-WICCE trains, gathers, documents, 
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produces and disseminates feminist and gender-related information on a wide 

selection of topics. Isis-WICCE also facilitates communication and networking 

among women from different parts of the world. Although its perspective is global, 

Isis-WICCE gives priority to supporting the needs of women from developing 

countries, especially Africa who have little access to information and lack the means 

to link with women from other countries and regions.  

Our Mission 

Isis-WICCE exists to promote justice and empowerment of women globally through 

documenting violations of women’s rights and facilitating the exchange of 

information and skills to strengthen women’s capabilities, potential and visibility.  

Our Vision 

Isis-WICCE envisions an informed society that values and ensures women’s rights, 

and promotes the full realisation of their capacities and potential. 

The Purpose of our Existence 

To promote the fundamental human rights of women through networking, action 

oriented documentation of women’s experiences and cross cultural exchange of skills. 

Major Objectives 

  Document, repackage and disseminate issue-oriented information to different 

target groups as a means of addressing injustices. 

 Adopt innovative means of information sharing and capacity building to 

promote gender equality and redress violations committed against women. 

 Influence policy makers and civil society about gender sensitivity and self-

determination of women. 

 Cultivate mutually beneficial networking relationships with other 

organisations at the national, regional, and international level. 

 Enable women to deliberate together and work towards building a culture of 

peace. 
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Source: Isis-WICCE (2000). The report of the 2nd National exchange visit and training 

workshop. “Women building peace from grassroots’ held at Cardinal Nsubuga 

Leadership Training Centre, Kampala, August 28th – September 1st , 2000. 
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