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This article's sub title, "Finding, Sharing, Healing," is taken from a passage in bell hook's
essay, "Healing Darkness," in which .she writes, "Though many of us recognize the depth of
our pain and hurt, we do not usually collectively organize in an onyoini; manner to tind and
share ways to heal ourselves" (4). This article draws on examples from Canada, the Llnitet!
States and South Africa to explore how Canadian playmakers might push boundaries of
"personal/accepted experience" by adopting philosophies of revolutionary theatre, sym-
bolic reversal and the Sarungano. It is my hope that these philosophies will offer playmak-
ers more tools to assist in transtorming our complex global realities into tanjjible tlramatic
stories that function as kcv points of collective discovery, of reconciliation, of healing and
thus of an aspect tit contemporai^v social justice. It is mv hope tbat this article suppt)rts all
those involved in the creation and dissemination of such plays - playwrights, actors, direc-
tors, administrators, producers, granting officials, board members, professors, teachers,
critics, volunteers, audiences and others.

In his provocative 1 965 cssav "The RevolutionaryTheatre," acclaimed playwri£;ht and
poet Imamu Amiri Baraka argued for a revolutitjnary theatre that would "force change,""be
change" and "expose."TTiese are clear assertions that challenge playmakers to grapple with
tlifficult questions, including, in all likelihood. What is change in theatre? Is it aesthetic?
Structural? Environmental? Thematic? How do we force change? Is it interrogating effects
of culture.s of domination on our frameworks of analysis? How do we be change? How do
we expose? What needs to be exposed? Is it our t)wn stull"? Is it our complicity with first
world privilege?

When asked about the role of artists in times ot war, dtiring a 2006 inter\ ie\\' \\ ith Amy
Goodman on Democracy Now, distinguished writer and activist Arundhati Roy responded,
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[T|he problem is that artists are nt)t a homogent)us lot of
pct)plc antl some ol them arc as right-wing and establish-
ment as they can get. . . The role of the ardst is not
ditlerent than any human being; you pick your side and then
you Hght. In a country like India, I'm not seeing that many
ratlical positions taken by writers or pt)ets t)r artists, it's all
the seductitm of the market that has shut them up like a

medieval beheading never toultl. ("Aruntlhati Roy")

Have we shut ourselves up? Have we acquiesced in what we per-

ceive as t)ur audiences' intt)lerance t)f change? Are we engaged in

rigorous interrogation? Are we fighting? Do we have a strategy?

Have v\'e picked t)ur sides? Have we couched ctjmfortably in

assumptions that we as artists are inherently liberal and thus pro-

gressive? Despite our immense and far-reaching privilege, do we

create, program, teach and practise theatre as though we were in

a time of war? Because we are. This is a time of war.

Despite our immense and far-reaching
privilege, do we create, program, teach
and practise theatre as though we were

in a time of war?

No we arc not homo^ent)us. We have not melted into a

pot. Nor tossed a richly textured, ctjlt)urful garden salad, despite

our Canadian multicultural rhetoric. Our Canadian theatre

iiitlustry, muth like our other national intlustrics anti institu-

tions, is a complexly built fortress that houses the illustrious

"old boys' club" as well as the elusive "old girls' club." A glass

ceiling, st>me have whispered, exists in Canadian theatre, a ceil-

ing that white women. Aboriginal people and penplc''of colour"

have struizs'l'-^d f"r decades to crack - I lony tor onlv a ceiling
CO to V &

because it implies that 1 am within the existing structure. Instead,

I see an elaborate, firmlv foundetl, windowless fortress, \\ith

thickcement ceilings and thick cement walls that few Aboriginal
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or "of colour" theatre practitioners have been seen as "qualified"

to permeate. It is a sophisticated fortress of Canadian whiteness

that, over the past few decatlcs, has assessed antl invited in hand-

fuls of Aboriginal and "of colour" theatre practitioners, and I

count myself a hopeful among those vying for luture entrance

- as disgusting as that atlmission tastes in my mouth.

[Theatre] is a sophisticated fortress of
whiteness that, at present, is seemingly

assessing a handful of "new"
practitioners "of colour" for future entry,

and I count myself a hopeful among
those vying for entrance - as disgusting
as that admission tastes in my mouth.

Plea.se note, I loathe the term "of c olour" because it further

marginalizes .systematically marginalizeti petiple antt further privi-

leges those who are not required to use suffixes or hyphens to

contextualize their existences. I am not particulariv enchanted

\\ith the \\ord "woman" either. No matter how many jihonetic,

tlialecdc t)r spelled variatitias I read or construct, it remains ftir me

a prefix to man. However, despite my frustration, 1 tise"of colour"

and "wt)man" t)ut t)f a desire to ct)mmunicate cflinentiv and tt)

na\ igatc the precaritjus precipice of t htxjsing which battles to fight,

how and when.

And Alx)riginal pet)ple and pet)ple of colour in Canada are not

inherently exempt frt)m hierarchical mi.sog^Tiist and misantlrlst

structures centied around pt)wcr. Safety can alst) bo illusive there.

For a myriad of equtilly complex, painful reasons we, too, turn

away fTt)m one ant)ther, step on each t)ther, co-opt t)ne ant)ther's

wt)rk, engage in ri\ alrics, and exhibit alpha female and alpha male

Whaviour. Perhaps the scraps of power scattered outside the

fortress have been so viciously fought for and "earned" that any

perceived threat is cut down at the root, pulU-d up by the rt)t)t,

ostracized or devalued further marginali/etl.

Symbolic reversal challenges us as playmakers to locate

t)ur st)cit)political frameworks, investigate their efTects on our

t reation, tlissemination and teaching prt)cesses and consciously

develop plays, seasons, curricula and working/learning envi-

ronments that "disentangle the assumptions projected by

dominant culture" (Harrison 2).

Symbolic reversal challenges us as
playmakers to locate our sociopolitical
frameworks, investigate their effects on

our creation, dissemination and
teaching processes and consciously
develop plays, seasons and curricula
that "disentangle the assumptions
projected by dominant culture."

ctr 132 Winter 2007 31



Inevitably, as playmakers, we situate our sociopolitical
frameworks in t)ur work consciouslv and/or subconsdouslv.
Often, for playwrights, the dramaturgical, workshop and
production processes draw out elements of personal lived
experiences and of those experiences entrusted to them by
their communities as they pertain to the world of the play.
From the perspective of a playwright, the philosophy of sym-
bolic reversal is an opportunity to occupy a sociopolitical posi-
tion intentionally and write/create/cxplore the play from
that perspective. And as we enter our dramaturgical, work-
shop and/or production processes, symbolic reversal suggests
that we riporously investigate the effects of our chosen

The empty Stage of the Robert Gill Theatre (University of Toronto):
are the stages of Canada the sites for social change?
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perspectives and ensure that our characters, actions, themes,
images, movements, plots, arcs, rehearsal halls, production
teams, marketing and audience outreach consciously decon-
struct stereotypical notions of complex human beings.

I think of South African playwright Muthal Naidoo, who
wrote plays including Oj No Account, We Three Kings and Oh God!

and said, in interviews, during 1996 and 1997,

I decided to take their [women's) lives and do something
with them, antl chose to do it from a feminist point of
view, just take all the women t)ut and let them explore
who they are and what they want to be, rather than just
producing heroes for the Mahabarath because that was
their function in the epic simply to be the mothers of this
great hero and that great hert). (113)

I think of South African playwright Fatima Dike, who

vvTote plays including The Sacrifice oj Kreli, The First South

African and So What's New? and saAd, in a 1997 interview, "What

I managed to do after the protest period was over and we'[d]
gotten freedom in t>ur country, was to start viTiting specifi-
cally for women. And that's what I'm doing. I'm not writing
plays about men anymore" (23).

I think of Canadian playwright Djanet Sears, who wrote
about an exchange with an audience member durintj a question
and answer session after a performance t)f her play Harlem Duet,

As she wa.s about to finish speaking, she added, speaking
frt)m her own perspective as a white woman / woman of
European descent "This is not a Black play. This is an
extraordinary human play!'"ihe audience, halt madt; up
of people of colour, applauded enthusiastieally. My
response was kind, but immediate. "All Black plays are
human plays! What part of tlie Black experk'nte is not
part of the human experience?" Most likely to the
discomfort of the woman who spoke, 1 elaborated
further. I wanted her and everyone else to understand
that as a society our general perception of humanity is
still astonishingly narrow, (iii)

Opportunities for symbolic reversal or "disentangl[ing]
the assumptit)ns projecteti by tltiminant culture" exist within
various spheres of the Canadian theatre industry (Harrison 2).
For example,York University's MFATheatre program includes
a required exam, based on 100 plays determined by the
department to be a "reast)nably standard body of works from
the dramatic cant)n" (Program Requirements.) In 200i,
roughly 1 i per cent of the playwrights featured inYork's canon
were women and about 3 per cent were women of colour.

As of 2006, roughly 5 per cent of the general managers in
Canadian theatre were identified as people of colour.

Presently, small Canadian theatre companies that serve
Aboriginal communities and ctjmmunities of colour seem to
be expected to create and atlminister extensive arts education
and mentorship prt)grams that will attract and cultivate prac-
titioners from those communities. Meanwhile our multi-
million-dollar theatre companies, with extensive human and
financial rest)urces, appear exempt from specifically develop-
ing Aboriginal practitioners or practitioners t)f colour.
Furthermore, the small, culturally specific companies seem to
be charged with finding donors, sponsors, board members
and audiences from the same communities that ft>r tiecatles
have been systematically alienated from theatre by tbf multi-
million-dollar companies and our academic institutions.

Presently, small theatre companies that
serve communities of colour seem to be

expected to create and administer
extensive arts education and mentorship
programs that will attract and cultivate

diverse young practitioners.

Margaret HoUin^sworth, in an essay publishotl in the
Canadian Theatre Review in 1985, wrote.

Special prot^rams should be set up to train women
directors; they mav not be well-attended at Hrst, tliey may
even seem unnecessary, but someone at the top must have
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the tenacity and vision to see what the long-term results
could he. Women must be can\assed ttj apply ft>r jobs and
for grants; their lack of training and experience must not
be held against them for this merely promotes the vieious
circle that already exists: if no one will give a woman the
chance to gain experience, she will never be "qualified"
and she'll never have any "quality" work behind her. (367)

I trust the parallels are clear.
We have a serious situatit)n. Once again, we have lt)st and

are losing valuable potential artists, administrators, produc-
ers, granting officials, board members, professors, teachers,
critics, volunteers, audiences and others. As Canadian play-
makers antl stakeht)l(Icrs, we neetl to exhibit more courage in
our efft)rts to identilv and break down cement walls and
cement ceilings, as we envision and build a new sustainable
theatre infrastructure, one that nurtures our interdependence
in an equitable manner.

In Shona storytelling, the Sarungano was someone, usu-
ally a woman, who resurrected the ethical principles of her
community and, thrtiugh her stories, became the moral con-
science of her ct)mmunity. Contemptirary social justice thea-
tre asks playmakers to function as the Sarungano and embrace
local and global definitions of community. Despite the institu-
tionalizetl marginalization of art, discourse and efforts eom-
mittctl tt) stK iaI justit e, it is imperative that we, as playmakers
and stakeholders, dare to contextualize our microcosmic
experiences within our disturbing collective environment.

In her essay "One Precit>us Mt)ment," Margaret Randall
asks, "Could we have imagined a world more rife with horror,
more submerged in chaos, more blighted by injustice of all
tvpes, than the one we inhabit at this beginning t)f the twenty-
first century?" (157). As a child, 1 never imagined that dozens
of Aboriginal reserves in Canada would have substandard
water, that land claims dating back to 1832 would remain
unrest)lved; never imagined that Exxon Mobile would post a
quarterly prt>fit t)f 8.4 billit)n dollars or that children wt)uld be
smuggled in dashboards of cars to cross US borders, I never
imaginetl that patent laws would prohibit the distribution of
HIV/AIDS medications or that knives would be forced into
women's vaginas and guns fired between their legs in the
Republic of Congo. I also never anticipated my visceral anger
at my complicity in the precarious state of our world or mv
palpable fury with the painstakingly slow pace of change
within our wtirld.

I would argue that we should all be furious. We need to
o

be furious. We need to dramatize, produce and teach our fury
so that our anger may help lead us t)ut of tliis time of war.

We have not arrived.
We are not safe.
We are in crisis.
We are losing integral voices.

Notes
1 This article was presented at the Canadian Women

Playmakors: Tributes antl Tribulations eonference; Toronto;
May. 2006,
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