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Translators’ Preface 

When Birgit Fritz first told me she was writing a book, she looked like someone 
who had just discovered that they could fly. It was a beautiful gift to the world 
that needed to burst out of her, and the excitement was contagious! I was 
even more touched when she asked me to read the first draft. In a wonderful 
combination of circumstances, the weekend on which she gave me the manu-
script to read, she had also invited me as a guest on a Theatre of the Op-
pressed seminar she was teaching at the university. So in opportune moments 
and during the breaks I would retreat to a corner to continue reading. It was 
the ultimate encounter of her work: to read about the history, the ethics and 
principles, the meaning of this kind of work, its global and political relevance, 
and then to watch and sense the depth and transformation taking place 
around and inside of me as the workshop progressed. This is a book to experi-
ence, to take and cook with, to challenge and embrace, fall down and get up 
again, it is work and play, and a journey that goes much further than the last 
page. For myself, as a younger practitioner gathering experience, it is an inval-
uable resource to continually return to and be inspired by. Thank you Birgit! 

Lana Sendzimir 

What struck me most about this book when Birgit asked me to write a Fore-
word for the German original was its humanity and its wisdom. It speaks in the 
voice of someone who knows what they are doing because they have been do-
ing it with care, love, precision and understanding. It is more than a book of 
exercises, it is a book which shares with us the reasons why we might want to 
do them and teach them to others, and offers us the chance to do them in full 
awareness of how and why they are working. It’s an interactive and dynamic 
map of how to negotiate the business of becoming more human, which means 
relating to yourself and to others, becoming what you are and taking the re-
sponsibility of acting, in all senses of the word, in consequence. 
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This is a book which needs to be available to the English-speaking community 
of theatre activists and practitioners, and to those who want to know why 
theatre activism and practice is useful and timely. It offers clear signposts on 
the way to helping people to develop the sensitivity, flexibility, alertness and 
courage to intervene ethically and responsibly in the world. It is both accessi-
ble and inspiring. We hope that this translation will help more people make 
use of it. 

Ralph Yarrow 
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Translators’ note 

In the German original, whenever appropriate, Birgit Fritz consistently employs 
grammatical forms which can refer to either gender and thus signals that the 
persons referred to may belong to either. In English this is unfortunately less 
easy. We attempt to embrace the principle by using ‘s/he’ and other appropri-
ate pronominal forms; there is no way however to do this with some nouns, 
except by invoking clumsy terms like ‘Jokeress’ or ‘Spectactress’. The whole 
text should however, as far as possible, be read in the light of the above prin-
ciple. 

There are several sections which were originally in English, for the most part 
translated from other languages by other hands or transcribed by Birgit Fritz. 
We have amended and reworked these where necessary in order to ensure 
that they fully convey the original writer’s or speaker’s intentions. 

These passages are: 

Part B 1: Julian Boal: Notes on Oppression. 
Part B 6: Interview with Sanjoy Ganguly. Transcribed by Birgit Fritz 
Part D 3: Serando Camara Baldé: Guinean Women. Translated from the Portu-
guese by Birgit Fritz 
Part D 4: Bárbara Santos: Theatre of the Oppressed in Private Enterprise: In-
compatabilities. Translated from the Portuguese by Carolina Echeverria 
Part D 5: Interview with Hector Aristizábal. Transcribed by Birgit Fritz 
Appendix 1: The Story of Nebuyenga. Original text provided by Hector Aristi-
zábal 
Appendix 2: The Story of the Half-Boy. Original text provided by Hector Aristi-
zábal 
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‘Birgit, you were a real shit the whole time today! And I swear to you I haven’t 
learnt so much in the last seven years in this school as I did today.’ Katharina, a 
pupil in 7th grade at the high school, stood before me. 

That year I was teaching Spanish and Performing Arts and we had just experi-
enced a Forum Theatre workshop with a visiting trainer, in the course of which 
I had landed up in the role of the oppressor and my pupils had been playing 
against me for a whole afternoon. 

As Katharina began to speak I began to get nervous and thought: ‘Now that 
doesn’t sound like a good start.’ Firstly we weren’t on familiar terms and then 
there was the stuff about being a shit. When she’d finished I had goosebumps 
on my arms. 

It was this direct unmediated level of experience which interested me above 
all. 

That day was the beginning of my life with Theatre of the Oppressed. 

 

 

Thanks, Katharina! 
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Foreword 

We live in a world in which information abounds. We may often wish we could 
do something to intervene in the situations we hear about. Yet we also often 
feel powerless: even in ‘developed’ countries we seem to be suffering from a 
‘democratic deficit’, in spite of political and social systems which claim to af-
ford participation. 

At the same time, in recent decades, people across the world have been dis-
covering a way of engaging with their own situation and empowering them-
selves. Theatre of the Oppressed is not an entertainment product but a partici-
patory process which offers people the possibility not simply of receiving in-
formation, nor even just of being invited to view different perspectives and 
possible responses, but of identifying situations and issues, articulating them 
themselves in the form of short plays, and creating a structure in which an ac-
tive dialogue between players and spectators is instigated in order to open up 
further avenues of response. So this is not a passive situation in which a kind 
of resigned empathy is generated, but an interactive mode of behaviour which 
stimulates evaluation, critical thinking and imaginative response, and material-
ises all of this directly for participants by assisting them to embody as well as 
verbalise the situation, the actors and agents within it, and the potential out-
comes. 

In the past decade, at least three books (in English) have described the range 
of practices which can be called ‘applied theatre’, theatre of the oppressed, 
theatre of or for development, activist or issue-based theatre, and these build 
on several decades of work and many reports by practitioners across the 
globe, not least the pioneering work of Augusto Boal in South America. 

This book, written by an experienced practitioner and trainer, offers some 
glimpses of that work and of the principles underlying it in the form of a short 
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essay by Julian Boal, Augusto’s son, on the definition of oppression, and an in-
terview with Sanjoy Ganguly, Artistic Director of the largest and longest-
established group working in India, who sees this form of theatre as a politics 
of relationship leading to a form of practical democracy giving participants a 
say in shaping their own reality and the contexts in which they live. Its final 
section also provides examples from practice across the world and shows why 
and how people are using the processes of theatre to express, assess and re-
spond to the underlying causes of oppression, repression, exclusion and dis-
empowerment, by learning, as Ganguly puts it, to ‘script’ their own plays and 
undertake, in Boal’s terms, a ‘rehearsal of revolution’. 

Part 3 contains further developmental strategies for groups: a rich collection of 
activities to underpin and strengthen individual confidence, group security and 
mutual understanding, as used by a selection of international practitioners; 
Part 4 introduces the transcultural dimension of Theatre of the Oppressed, ex-
emplifying some instances of its use in Brazil, Germany and elsewhere, and in-
cluding further reflective essays by practitioners. This section not only gives a 
picture of some of the ways practitioners work and why they do it, it also 
opens a window on ongoing debates among the international community of 
those who engage in this form of theatre, and it foregrounds some challenging 
questions, in particular about the functioning of all-women groups and the 
need to interrogate the politics of each and every application across the globe. 

However, this is essentially a practical manual, which in the first two sections 
takes potential trainers and participants through a training method, providing 
full and clear details of a careful selection of games and exercises which can 
develop the necessary skills in performers and the necessary techniques for 
encouraging audiences to play as well. Exercises are throughout set in the con-
text of the aims they are targeting, and this balanced alternation of practice 
and principle means that it is always possible to see what should be done at 
each stage of development and why, and also to understand what kinds of re-
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sponse participants may have and how to engage productively with that. Birgit 
Fritz’s experience, sensitivity and clear-sightedness are visible here and make 
the selection and sequence of exercises accessible and inspiring. So this is a 
book to use and to live and grow with. Like many of the compilations of thea-
tre games now available (beginning with Keith Johnstone and Clive Barker in 
the 1960s), this book sets out to suggest and stimulate rather than to require 
slavish reproduction, and it is by being so clear about purpose that it opens up 
the space for each user to make the kinds of subtle adaptations which working 
with different groups in different contexts always demands. 

This book will enable you to rationalise what you want to do, and to do it ef-
fectively and economically. It takes you through a journey which opens up and 
sensitises participants – using the ‘classic’ structure of warm-up, releasing cre-
ativity and working together in pairs and small groups to develop interactive 
response and creative imagination. It then lays out with admirable explicitness 
precisely how that journey can lead, firstly, to the development of sequences 
and structures which are key to creating pieces of Forum Theatre; and then 
secondly to the kinds of stimulation, engagement and coaching (‘jokering’) 
which invite and enable the direct participation of audience members in pro-
posing and reworking possible alternative outcomes to the problem situations 
addressed in such plays. 

As I write this, another ‘Handbook’ has just arrived on my desk, also detailing 
stages and strategies in training and developing a company to do Forum Thea-
tre, drawing on experience in western India (this one will be published in Eng-
lish and Gujerati initially). The time is ripe. The world needs practical and cost-
effective methods of reconfiguring the lives of individuals and their investment 
in the structures of society. Here is one way to go about it. 

Ralph Yarrow  
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My Life in the Theatre of the Oppressed 

From 1994 to 2000: Teacher for Performing Arts and Languages in a school in 
Austria 

2001: Co-Founder of the Forum Theatre Group Spielerai for Amnesty Interna-
tional, Vienna 

2002: Co-directing Der Tanz im Narrenturm (The Dance in the Tower of Fools) 
with Florian Jung 

2002-2004: Theatre trainer for the Inter>face Project for the Young Peoples’ 
Intercultural Theatre Group, sponsored by the Vienna Integration Trust 

2003: Founder of the Vienna Theatre of the Oppressed Organisation TO Vien-
na. 

The activity of TO Vienna falls into four important phases: 

1. Work in collaboration with the Vienna Gebietsbetreuung1 (2003-
2005) 

2. Transcultural theatre work with Twin Vision Performance Group 
(2005-2006) 

3. ‘Working with Boal’ (2006-2008) 
4. International networking and multiplication of groups (2006-2011) 

In the summer of 2011 TO Vienna passes into other hands and new directions 
open up. 

From 2003: Director of Basic Training in the Theatre Methodology of Augusto 
Boal in an institute of higher education in Vienna  

........................................ 
1 Service division of the City of Vienna with responsibility for housing, infrastructure and community life. 
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From 2004: Visiting Tutor at Vienna University for transcultural theatre, as well 
as at the Department of African Studies and for the International Development 
Project; Tutor for integrative theatre work using Boal, in the context of the MA 
in Latin American Studies and of Peace Studies in Innsbruck, as well as of the 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) programme for the plenum academy2, 
Vienna. 

Currently: Freelance theatre-worker, Feldenkrais practitioner and writer. 

My work in connection with the Theatre of the Oppressed has led beyond Aus-
tria to the Basque country, Venezuela, Wales, Portugal, Brazil, the Navajo Na-
tion (USA), India, Croatia, Germany, Slovenia, Kyrgyzstan, and back to my own 
roots in the dual-language province of Kärnten (Carinthia)/Koroška. 

Main emphasis: Transcultural work and research-oriented learning. 

  

........................................ 
2 www.plenum.at 




