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Art, music, and theatre can play a

powerful role in taking knowledge as

well as critical messages about our

society to large groups of people. For

m a n y y e a r s d e v e l o p m e n t

programmes have used cultural

products to raise awareness and

change attitudes on various issues

ranging from health and reproduction

to AIDS, alcoholism and self

employment. In countries emerging

from years of violent rule, where

communities have been polarised

and even families were torn apart

cultural expression can contribute

towards rebuilding relationships and

developing trust among communities.

Experience across the world has

shown that art, theatre and music

have strong healing power. It can help

individuals and communities to gain

self-esteem, to build up a positive

identity and to begin to address deep

seated cultural stereotypes and

attitudes that they might have with

regard to the 'other' community.

Creative expression has a particular

potential to address taboos or critical

issues in a non threatening, educating

and entertaining manner. It can be an

effective tool to generate discussions

and to seek alternative ways to

address conflicts that arise in the

personal, social and political spheres

of society.

Theatre of the People was formed by

several imminent drama producers

and actors. It brings together youth of

all communities and religious groups

from across the country. These youth

have been trained in the fundamen-

tals of acting, singing, script

development etc. and together they

stage dramas in both Sinhalese and

Tamil. The dramas developed

address a variety of themes ranging

from politicians misusing their

powers, to aspects of good

governance and the triumph of good

over evil. The cast travel across the

country to various locations with a

mobile tent which can accommodate

over 500 persons. While the tent

location is used as their base the cast

and directors also travel to schools

and community centres in the outlying

areas conducting drama appreciation

workshops among students and

teachers. Furthermore, they conduct

workshops with local artists and

dramatist who are encouraged to

develop plays which can be staged

within the tent. At each location week

long drama festivals are held. In

addition to the Theatre of the People

other local as well as renowned plays

are staged.

In the course of one year a very

unique and cohesive multi ethnic and

multi religious cast has been formed

which is today able to perform in both

Sinhalese and Tamil. This has also

meant that cast members have learnt

another language along with

acquiring theatre related skills. A
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which they can trigger discussions

and debates that can lead towards

addressing the more fundamental or

root causes of the conflict. Special

theatre approaches such as forum

theatre and experienced facilitators

who can assist in generating this

discourse are needed.

The cast and the associated team

have been involved in a process that

has helped them to learn the other

language, to overcome initial fears

and mistrust and to develop a strong

and closely knit group. This process

of change needs to be captured and

documented. It will enable other

mixed groups to learn about the

challenges that they might encounter

and to engage more effectively in a

process of internal transformation.

Follow up is vital within the process of

peace building. The enthusiasm and

interest generated at each of the

locations need to be sustained after

the cast and tent has moved on. A

follow up strategy should be

developed and those capable to

sustain the process within the local

community should be identified.

Greater networking with other

organisations addressing issues of

culture and inter ethnic linkages in the

respective locations is needed to

ensure more effective programmes.
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significant aspect has been the team

building and mutual understanding

that has developed among this

diverse group through the process of

training and the production of stage

plays. As one member commented

“

The group has travelled

extensively throughout several

districts and has successfully

established links with the local

communities, state officials as well as

other civil society actors in these

areas. A Tamil actress from the East

coast expressed deep surprise and

appreciation about the many letters

she has received from young

Sinhalese school children begging

her to come back to their homes. The

theatre group was also very

successful in spending time in LTTE

controlled areas which still tend to get

less attention and little access to non

LTTE voices and ideas. They were

warmly received by the communities

there and were invited to return for a

more extended period of time.

The production of plays in both

languages permits the group to reach

all communities in the country. At

each location the group stays for a

period of up to 6-8 weeks. They

interact with the local community and

establish relationships which allow

them to deepen their understanding

When I first joined the group I was

really suspicious of the others from

different ethnic groups. At first it was

very hard to get along and there were

many misunderstandings but now we

are a committed team, with a common

vision”.

of the social, economic and political

issues in the different areas of the

country.

The tent and the theatre group is also

a result of an innovative collaboration

among several funding agencies

contributing very different expertise

and support.

The stage plays developed by the

group are of an excellent quality

which has much mass appeal and

was well received by the audience.

However, good quality productions

alone might not yet contribute

towards social change. Theatre

g r o u p s m u s t m o v e b e y o n d

'entertainment' and seek ways in
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